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THEMOB AND HIS MESSENGER 


An explosion brings us together. 


I’ve been working for the Italian Mob as a messenger - a 
job my dad got me - when I make a fatal error. I tell people 
that my boss is Domenico DeLuca, and now the Irish are out 
to kill me. 


When I accidentally deliver a bomb package to Domenico, 
he saves mine and my beloved dog’s life. Poppet and I may 
be safe from the bomb, but when this suave handsome 
alpha stares at me, I feel like I’m standing in an even 
greater inferno. 


He claims me. You’re mine now. Everything you do, 
everything you are, it belongs to me. 


He tells me I’ll be the perfect mother to his children. Our 
lust erupts like the package bomb, primal, carnal, and 
irrepressible. 


As we start to bond, I think maybe everything will be fine, 
maybe IIl get my storybook ending after all. But life is 
never that simple. 


My dad is Gabriel Smith, Dom’s consigliere, and they grew 
up together. I have no idea what he’ll say when he finds out. 


I’m a twenty year old wannabe-writer virgin (with curves to 
boot!), and Dom is ... well, Dom. He’s a forty-two year old 
seven foot hunk with a jawline that could cut ice and the 
most intense eyes I’ve ever seen. 


Oh, and there are also people out to kill us, sadistic, 
cunning people who aren’t above using what we care about 


most against us. 


All I can do is hold onto Dom and Poppet and fight for the 
life I think we deserve. But that doesn’t mean it’s going to 
be easy. 


*The Mob and His Messenger is an insta-everything 
standalone instalove romance with a HEA, no cheating, and 
no cliffhanger. 


NEWSLETTER 


Get a free, new, original story NOW by joining my mailing 
list and staying subscribed. 


CLICK HERE >> Get a FREE book now 


CHAPTER ONE 


D omenico 


“Tf they fucking stole from us, they’re dead men. I’m telling 
you this right now. Nobody steals from the DeLuca family 
and gets away with it. Just ask the men who’ve tried ... if 
you can find a fucking shovel strong enough to dig that 
deep.” 


I sit back in the conference room, the sounds of the city just 
beyond the window that shines dully in the late-summer 
smog. The bar beyond the locked door is noisy, too, but just 
with the regular drunken antics of an afternoon bar. 


I listen closely to Gabriel’s ranting, my consigliere all puffed 
up in his anger, his combed-over black hair coated in sweat. 
His gold watch jingles as he waves his arms, and he stomps 
up and down in his baggy suit. He turns to me, glaring as if 
for a moment he thinks I’ve become Patty Mc-Fucking- 
Guinness, the man who has made the mistake of waging 
war against us. 


“Skip?” he says. His face quivers as he stares at me, five 
years younger, but he’s lived harder, and as he looks at me 


he seems old and fierce. “We’ve gotta do something about 
this.” 


I sit back against the desk and fold my arms, letting out a 
low sigh, looking past Gabriel to the room we sometimes 
use for meets. It’s better down here, in the muck of the city, 
with the smog and the traffic and the distraction. It’s easier 
for me to slip through unnoticed, turn to mist and drift 
through the raging mess that is Downtown. The crime 
waves are up since Patty started making plays, swooping in 
like a vulture the moment his old man passed away. 


And who’s to say Patty didn’t have a hand in that? 
“T know,” I mutter. 


“It almost makes me want to go back to the old ways,” 
Gabriel rages. 


I move around the desk and drop into my seat, taking the 
silver letter opener and idly spinning it on the oak. 


The blade swivels against my fingertip, pricking lightly. 


It makes me remember the oaths, the ceremonies, of those 
early days before the DeLuca family became the DeLuca 
family when I was fighting, making my name, establishing 
my rightful dominance. 


“We didn’t work this hard to return to being fucking 
barbarians.” 


Gabriel drops down opposite me. “Hard work don’t mean 
shit if we let the Irish take it all away.” 


“I know how some of the men would have it,” I murmur. 
“They’d want to roll up like the Irish do, just glide up to a 
street corner and start unloading. Is that what you want?” 


Gabriel grimaces. 


Through the face of a thirty-seven year old man, I see the 
ten year old boy he was when I first met him. 


I was fifteen and he was ten, and I helped raise him from 
the dirt and welcomed him into the Family. We grew up 
together, me as a boy becoming a man far too quickly, and 
Gabriel as an eager orphan ready to leave the hard life of 
the streets behind. 


But the streets became ours, and he became my best 
friend, and his opinion means a damn lot to me. 


“No,” he sighs. “Of course not.” 
“Then what?” I snap. 
“T don’t know,” he shouts. “Just something.” 


“I know.” I flip the letter opener and grip the hilt in my 
hand. “I feel the same way, sometimes. The rage fucking 
consumes me. Thinking about those men taking our 
product, what we worked for, what we paid for. Do you 
know what was in that shipping container, Gabriel?” 


“Electronics? Cars? I don’t know. I heard it sunk - they sunk 
it, or paid for it to be sunk - but I just assumed it was, well, 
something profitable. Jewelry maybe. What was it?” 


It was food for the homeless shelter because the Irish are 
getting everybody hooked on hard drugs and people are 
becoming homeless at record rates. No, not the Irish. Patty, 
Patty forcing into reality things his father always promised 
to avoid. Patty doesn’t give a shit. He'll let people starve if 
that’s what it takes to win this war. 


“It doesn’t matter,” I say after a pause. “I want you to go 
down to the docks and speak with the manager of the day 
shift. He knows us. Talk to him about our shipping 
containers and let him know that there isn’t going to be 


another accident. And then have him fire every bastard who 
was involved. The Unions will kick up a shit storm, so you'll 
need to talk to our contact there, too. Let him know. We’re 
firing every fucking crew that’s involved in any of our 
shipments going missing. There’s a price to pay for working 
for the Irish. And let them know we'’re being kind. We could 
put them all in the fucking ocean for the fishes if we wanted 
to.” 


Gabriel nods, the same way he did when I gave him 
instructions when we were kids. “You got it. Anything else?” 


“No,” I say. 


He nods shortly. “Oh—and thanks, Skip. It’s been hard 
these past ten years, you know, with Dallas living out west 
with her mother. So thanks for giving her that job. It means 
a lot.” 


“Don’t be stupid,” I grin. “We’re best friends, Gabriel, even 
if I can’t say it in front of the other men.” 


He chuckles. “Yeah, can’t let the fuckers have any more of a 
reason to hate me. They’re already jealous of my gorgeous 
good looks.” 


I laugh grimly. “Yeah, and they told you that while flying 
around on pigs through frozen hell.” 


He flips me the bird and then leaves, and I lean back, 
closing my eyes. 


My mind briefly moves over Gabriel and Samantha, his ex- 
wife, how I watched their relationship implode three years 
after having their daughter. I dimly remember Dallas, a 
little energetic girl who was always in the way. Mostly I 
remember the way Samantha got colder and meaner with 
Gabriel, resenting him for not being the Hollywood type she 
seemed to think she was. 


She wore him down. She made him pathetic. 


And perhaps that’s why I’ve never found a woman, not one 
who means anything to me anyway. Watching her wear 
Gabriel down to a nub was too much for me to handle, 
maybe. Or perhaps our work has kept me too busy, the 
constant vigilance required to stay on top when you live a 
life like mine. 


I open my eyes. 
None of that matters now. 


All I need to worry about is getting ready for my dinner 
with the DEA, smiling, shaking hands, being seen to be 
Dominic DeLuca, a prosperous businessman, and not the 
wild beast that sometimes feels like it’s trying to break free 
from my body. 


I stand and make my way through the back passage of the 
bar, between the alleyway and the wall - feeling grime 
smear my suit, I’ll have to change later anyway - and to the 
locked garage that sits opposite. 


I swipe my phone against the access pad and the forest- 
green door starts to slide away, revealing my Mustang, 
night-black with tinted windows, dark rims, and a custom 
hood, the bottom glinting silver. 


Climbing behind the wheel of this beast relaxes me a little. I 
settle into the seat and bring the engine to life, savoring the 
growl that moves through the chassis. Then I inch it out of 
the garage and make the awkward drive around the 
alleyway to the street. 


The only reason I park it back here is that I can’t leave a car 
like this in Downtown, and the only reason I drive it is that 
it feels too damn good. 


I bought it last week. There’s something primal and 
predator-like about its finish, and the engine has been 
customized, making it feel like I’m in a rocket ship when I 
get to a road where I can let her go. It’s pristine and— 


And the custom hood smacks into the side door of a car, a 
car that’s parked right across the fucking lane sideways, 
sideways for some fucking reason. 


All the tension from the Irish and Patty and the giant mess 
snaps and I climb from the car, hitting the door against the 
alleyway wall in my anger. That just makes more flare and I 
feel it raging through me as I walk toward this bastard’s 
car. 


Its a beat-up Ford, the fenders rusting. Some drunk 
asshole probably left it here after trying to drive home. I’ve 
just reached it when I see that the driver’s side door is open 
and there’s a dog curled on the front seat. 


It’s a rangy breed, maybe a whippet, snow-white with long 
hair and red eyes as it turns lazily to me. It reminds me of 
the street dogs that roamed with me one summer when I 
lived in alleyways and hovels. But it’s too clean to be a 
street dog. And its nails are clipped, not worn down by 
concrete and fighting. 


Fuck. 
I’m not about to trash a car with a dog inside. 


“Tt’s okay, boy,” I mutter. “Your owner’s just a real son of a 
bitch, that’s all.” 


“Actually, she’s a girl,” a voice says from beside me, sassy 
and high pitched. “And I don’t appreciate being called a son 
of a bitch.” 


I turn to follow the voice. 


And my whole world crashes down. 


CHAPTER TWO 


D allas 


I stare at the man looming next to my car like a giant. 


He really is crazily tall, probably around seven feet, and his 
sliver peppered hair shines in the sun. It’s swept to the side 
and his jaw has a light dusting of iron. His eyes are green 
and seem to bite into me as he stands there, his body 
muscled in the grayness of his suit, heaving, enraged like a 
bear that’s just returned home to find its lair has been 
messed with. His watch glints, as silver as the rest of him. 


Even his eyes are a silvery sort of green. 
“Why are you parked like this?” he snaps. 
I smile as sassily as I can. 

My armor. 


That’s what Mom calls a woman’s smile. Just smile wide and 
brightly and watch any man wilt under the pressure. The 
problem is, Mom’s that sort of woman, the confident, 
outgoing type. My smile comes across as more of a grimace 
or like I’m baring my teeth, probably more like Dad than 


Mom. Even so, it usually results in some kind of smile in 
return. 


This man just stares, his emerald eyes winking all silvery. 


“I was delivering a package,” I say. “I’m a messenger for 
Dominic DeLuca.” 


That’s gotten me out of most jams with my messenger job 
these past two weeks, driving around this frankly confusing 
city trying to make deliveries. The west coast is so much 
more open, spread out, like lightly buttered toast. This is 
like somebody’s just wedged an entire block of butter onto 
the bread. It’s unfathomable at times, the warren of roads 
and streets and alleyways. 


But this man just watches. I think I see the corner of his 
mouth twitch, a sort of half-smile, but I can’t be sure. 


“So?” he says. 


A prickle whispers up my spine. I have to drag my gaze 
away from the tightness of his arms in the suit jacket. 


Gaas 


“So you get special privileges?” the man says, a teasing 
note in his voice. “Because you work for this man, you can 
park in the most idiotic place possible and make me hit a 
car with a dog inside? You’re lucky I was going slowly or he 


tt She—” 
“—could’ve been hurt.” 


“Well, nobody asked you to drive like a jackass,” I hiss, but I 
feel the weight of his words boring down on me. 


I move around to the open door and stroke my hand 
through Poppet’s hair, tickling her behind her white ears. 


Her tail wags and she smiles up at me. 
“Good girl, Poppet.” 
“Ts she alright?” the man asks. 


“Do you give a damn?” I snap. “You know, if you knew who 
Domenic DeLuca was, you wouldn’t be—” 


I’m cut off as an idea slams into me. I turn and see his eyes 
glinting almost victoriously. I feel the certainty of it when I 
see the corner of his lip twitch again. 


“You’re Domenic DeLuca,” I murmur. 
“Am I?” he laughs deeply. “Thank you for telling me.” 


“Well, you might as well take this,” I say, handing him the 
small package from my cargo satchel. 


I shift the strap so it’s over my shoulder and feel it dig into 
my left breast, sort of squishing it. I adjust it quickly, 
annoyed at how red my cheeks flush in embarrassment. 
Domenic catches the movement and something like rage 
moves hotly through his frustratingly captivating face. 


Grossed out, probably. 
“What’s your name, then?” he asks. 


“Dallas,” I tell him. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. It’s 
just that Mom doesn’t really keep any photos of dad or his 
friends in the house.” 


“Fine,” Domenic says shortly. “ You’re Gabriel’s daughter.” 
“Yes.” 
“The twenty year old woman who dreams of being a writer.” 


“Yep,” I laugh, laughing, feeling more awkwardness moving 
through me. Along with... something else. It tingles. Ignore 


it. “Any reason for the impromptu bio?” 


“So you’ve been driving around town using my name to get 
special treatment?” he says. 


I toss my hair and feel it fluttering around my shoulders. I 
stare at him with as much feisty confidence as I can muster, 
which doesn’t feel like that much with my heart thumping 
harder, the firmer he stares at me, and with a tickle 
stroking all over my body. 


This is dad’s best friend. 
But it’s hard to remember that when he’s smoldering at me. 


“Tve been using your name to do my job,” I say. “This city is 
absolutely confusing and filled with rude assholes, to be 
honest. And if I have to use your name to stop some over- 
zealous traffic warden for ticketing me when I’m parked 
making a delivery, well, fine.” 


“What about your dog? What about Poppet?” 


I glare at him. “I was literally walking ten feet from the car 
to put this in the mailbox, which for some reason is wedged 
at the side of the freaking building. If I have to go into a 
high rise or whatever, I take her.” 


With a touch of amusement, he says, “And when people 
object to having a dog inside their building you just drop my 
name, and suddenly every person in there can’t wait to pet 
her and give her treats.” 


I fold my arms and then immediately regret it. It pushes my 
breasts together and causes him to glance there, almost 
fiercely. 


Yep, definitely grossed out. 


“Am I in trouble, then?” 


His lips tremble the same way Poppet’s do when I put out in 
her food bowl. He looks savage for an instant like he wants 
to devour me at the thought of me being in trouble like he’s 
dreaming up gorgeous Sadistic ways to punish me. 


My overactive writer’s mind has me bent over his desk, his 
strong hands moving over my bare ass, his fingers teasing 
closer to my soaked hole with each kissing spank. And then 
he falls to his knees and buries his mouth against my sex, 
sucking, licking, consuming ... 


Calm. Down. 


“T should fire you,” he says. “But since I’m about the most 
magnanimous man you'll ever meet, I’ll just tell you to 
never do it again. And I’m going to have one of my men ride 
with you from now on.” 


“What? Why?” 


“Because you've driven around the city advertising that you 
work for me while I’m at war with a ruthless psychopathic 
killer who’ll use any means he can to get to me. That’s why. 
I’ve got no doubt that he’d...” 


“What?” I say when he trails off. “What is it—” 


“Quiet,” he commands, his voice changed, deep and certain. 
“Listen.” 


He raises the package and tilts his head like a predator 
listening for the noise of its prey in the underbrush. 


“There’s a fucking bomb in here,” he whispers. 
And then everything happens fast. 


He spins and tosses the package and then leaps over the 
hood of my car, sliding with the speed and agility I’d never 
guess from a man of his size. 


With one hand he drags me down and with the other, he 
efficiently grabs Poppet and guides her behind the car, and 
then he shields us both, putting his back to the rear car 
door and enveloping us. 


The explosion tears through the ground. 
Through the car. 
Through everything. 


CHAPTER TAREE 


D omenico 


“We think there was a radio mic in the package,” Gabriel 
murmurs, standing at the window of my hospital room with 
his arms behind his back. 


But that doesn’t hide the way his fingers twitch, conducting 
an invisible orchestra, or the frantic quick-fire bursts of his 
speech. 


“They wanted to wait until we were together. Maybe they 
got the time of the meeting wrong. Maybe we’ve got a mole, 
Skip. I don’t know anymore. But when they realized they’d 
been made, those motherfuckers detonated it and almost 
killed my best friend and my daughter.” 


His daughter. 


After waking up in the hospital, the events of that alleyway 
groggily returned to me. 


I felt my body seizing up in those first moments of 
consciousness, something deep inside of me roaring that it 


wasn’t true, the savage primality I felt for that woman, felt 
for her the second I laid eyes on her. 


She’s mine, she’s fucking mine to take and impregnate and 
use any damn way I want. 


My carnal thoughts exploded as my mind repainted her 
image. 


With her cascading blonde hair down to her shoulders, her 
eyes looked even brighter. Her stark blue eyes and lips 
were sassy and brimming with personality. And her body— 
her fucking body. She was wearing light jeans and a T-shirt, 
but her curves drew my gaze inexorably, her hips wide, 
made for grabbing, for guiding, for dominating. Her ass was 
round and juicy and those breasts, the way the strap of her 
bag kept digging into them was driving me mad. 


This feeling is entirely new to me, seeming to seize onto me, 
as though a deeper, more ancient force is trying to make 
me do things I shouldn’t. She is Gabriel’s daughter, for 
fuck’s sake, Gabriel’s daughter, the one woman I feel a 
damn thing for and of course, fate makes it her. 


I feel a swelling of relief knowing that she and Poppet are at 
Gabriel’s penthouse apartment, surrounded by armed 
guards. They weren’t hurt in the blast. My body shielded 
them. They’re both safe. 


Gabriel turns to me, drawing me from my thoughts with a 
raised eyebrow. 


“T take it strong-arming the Unions isn’t our plan of action 
now?” 


“No,” I sigh. “They made an attempt on my life. We need to 
respond with violence. But controlled violence, Gabriel. No 
deaths. Attack their warehouses. Attack their bars. But only 
when they’re closed and we’re certain no-one is inside. The 


police chief will tolerate some retaliation, but the second 
this goes overboard, she’s no longer our man. Perhaps even 
the Feds will get called in. We need to keep this shit 
contained.” 


“What if they shoot at us?” 


“Defend yourself,” I growl. “But if I learn of one man 
overstepping his mark, Ill put a bullet in his head myself. 
There are too many lives at stake to play this stupidly. If we 
don’t retaliate, we risk seeming weak. If we go too far, we'll 
get innocents hurt and most likely bring in the National 
Guard.” 


Gabriel drops down on the seat next to my bed. I let out a 
slow breath, feeling the bruising pulse across my back. The 
blast sent a shockwave through the car, thundering into me, 
but it stopped with my body. 


I protected her. And I always will. 


I push that thought from my mind as I sit up, bringing my 
feet to the cold hospital floor. Now that I’ve been checked 
over, I’ve got no desire to stay here to be pampered back to 
health. 


I stand up, ignoring the pain lancing through me, and walk 
over to the door where my men have hung my suit, with a 
small bag next to it with my other clothes inside. 


“You saved her, Skip,” Gabriel mutters at my back, as I 
begin to carry my clothes toward the bathroom. “If you 
didn’t throw that bomb away, Jesus Christ, my daughter 
would be dead right now. What the hell was I thinking, 
hiring her to be a messenger for us?” 


“Its not your fault,” I tell him firmly. “Its Patty 
McGuinness’s fault.” 


“Fine, but that doesn’t change the fact that I owe you.” 


“You’ve never owed me anything, Gabriel,” I say. “You’ve 
more than earned your place. Now let me get changed. I 
feel like an asshole standing here in this hospital gown.” 


He chuckles grimly and I shut the bathroom door behind 
me, trying to tug my mind away from Dallas Smith, my 
consigliere’s daughter, my best friend’s daughter. 


I never saw her again after her mother took her out west. 
Sometimes Gabriel would travel there to visit her, and 
sometimes she’d come here, but I never had cause to see 
her. Or, if I did, she was just a background teenager, a girl 
I’d never look twice at. 


But the woman I saw in that alleyway is an entirely different 
Story. 


My heart starts hammering the second I think about the 
way her denim jeans tried to trap that round-as-fuck ass. 
Then, as I shrug off the hospital gown, I can’t stop myself 
from imagining that ass naked and bent over for me, 
smothering shiny oil all over it, getting it wet for me, and 
then smoothing my hand between her closed legs and 
getting something else wetter, too, and then smearing her 
juices all over her round made-to-be-fucked ass. 


I groan when I feel the blood rushing to my manhood, my 
thick length inevitably getting rock hard at the thought of 
her. 


It’s too easy to imagine fisting her messy blonde hair and 
tugging lightly as I slide into her, again and again, getting 
harder with each stroke of my manhood until she’s 
squirting white cream all down dick. 


I have to put my hands behind my back and let out a 
shuddering breath. 


What the fuck am I going to do, start jacking off right here 
with my consigliere in the next room? 


I grit my teeth and force myself to get dressed, trying to 
push her from my mind. 


But the moment I manage to consign her to the periphery 
of my consciousness, thoughts of her begin to drift in, little 
whispers and images. I feel her body against mine, 
curvaceous, and hot. I see the strap of her satchel cutting 
into her breasts. I imagine my hand instead, squeezing, 
massaging, making her nipples hard and tingly and then 
sucking them until they are red-raw. 


Stop. Stop this now. 


“Fuck,” I grunt, when my manhood nearly catches on my 
zipper, the massive in-the-way length now sideways in my 
briefs. 


I walk to the sink and splash cold water on my face, hoping 
that will jolt some wakefulness - and some sense - into me. 


Just because I haven’t felt even one percent of this for 
another woman, ever, doesn’t mean I’m going to act on it. I 
can’t forget Gabriel, the kid who looked up to me, who then 
became a man and built my organization with me. 


Gabriel, who stayed with me even when Samantha took his 
daughter west. 


Gabriel, who trusts me with his life, my best friend. 


I look at myself in the mirror, seeming just the same as I did 
earlier today, except for this new purpose in my eyes. 


It isn’t just the situation with Patty, which is my main focus. 


It should be my only focus. 


But there’s something else inside of me, a primeval drum 
beat, a call to action, the hunt, the hunt, as though 
something nameless is roaring at me and telling me to take 
her, to pump my seed into her childbearing body, to fill her 
and make sure I give her every hot drop I can until she’s 
pregnant. 


I stand up straighter and compose myself, the same way I 
do before making a public appearance. I make myself cold 
and try to kill this new fire raging through my body. 


I fail. It still flames. Because it’s fueled by her. 


I compromise and hide it as best as I can instead. I wait for 
my manhood to stop throbbing by staring at the sink, just 
focusing on the sink and nothing else, and not letting my 
mind stray to the thought of her bent over the sink, naked, 
ass sticking out, breasts bouncing invitingly. She’d arch her 
back and pump down onto my cock, her ass flattening 
against my abs and... 


No, no. 

A fucking sink? 

That’s how crazy she’s making me. 

“Skip?” Gabriel calls from outside. 

“Yes?” 

“Ah, nothing. Just checking you were okay.” 

“Do you think I need help to take a piss?” I snap. 
“No, just... paranoid. Sorry.” 

I sigh. “No, you’re right to be.” 


I open the door and walk out in my suit, feeling a little like 
my usual self. 


“Tell the boys to get ready,” I say. “We’re going to give this 
city a little fireworks show tonight.” 


Gabriel blinks. “You’re coming?” 

“Yes.” 

“But why?” 

Because it’s easier than fantasizing about your daughter. 


“Because I need to be there to make sure we do this right. 
If Patty thinks we’re weak, we’ll show him, Gabriel.” 


“Just like the old days,” he says, eyes bright with 
reminiscence. 


“Not quite,” I grin wolfishly. “But pretty damn close.” 


We leave. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


D allas 


I lie in bed with my arms wrapped around Poppet, hugging 
her to my chest like I used to when she was a puppy. She 
cuddles against me, maybe sensing how tense my body is. 


A war of tension runs through me, tearing me right down 
the middle. 


On the one side, there’s the explosion, its reverberations 
causing me to shiver every time I remember it. I close my 
eyes and sense, more than see, the explosive light that lit up 
the alleyway. I feel the tremor in my bones. I feel my teeth 
chatter together. 


But mostly, insanely, I feel Domenico’s body pressed against 
mine. I feel the muscles pushing through his shirt and his 
solid forearm wrapped across my middle. 


The protective shield he turned his body into, it returns to 
me in white-hot moments, teasing me. 


In my frantic writer’s mind, I see the explosion tear away 
his clothes and leaving him standing there naked, the 


flames dancing in his eyes as he stares firmly at me. 
It’s wrong. 


He is dad’s best friend and, also, he’s The Domenico 
DeLuca, which basically means he’d never be interested in 
a twenty year old nobody like me in a million years. 


I roll over and end up nose to nose with Poppet. Her eyes 
are bright and knowing as she stares at me. She gives me a 
lick on the nose and then leans back, watching to see what 
rll do. 


“T’m not obsessing over him,” I tell her. 


She makes a huffing noise and lays her snout on her 
crossed forepaws, as though she’s had enough of my lies. I 
tickle her behind the ear and lie back, the room still 
undecorated, my boxes stacked all around me, and various 
pieces of clothes scattered here and there. I’ve been using 
the boxes as and when I need them. A paperback sits on my 
otherwise-bare bedside table. 


I close my eyes and then snap them open again because 
apparently even closing my eyes now is dangerous. 


The moment my eyelids fall shut, they become a screen 
projecting all kinds of lust-filled movies. 


We’re on the hood of Domenico’s jet-black Mustang and I’m 
sitting on him, sitting right down on his manhood, and I’m 
not nervous, or unsure, or any of that. I’m confident. I’m 
filled with conquer-the-freaking-world energy. I drive down 
with my hips and he gasps, groaning for more, as his 
manhood fills me, seeming to freaking swell inside of me, 
stretching my tight soaking wet hole and then 1... 


I bite down. 


Hard. 


I cut my lip and then sit up, letting out a shiver. 


Am I really going to let myself get that close to pleasuring 
myself with Poppet in bed with me? 


No way. 


I stand up and walk an aimless circuit around the room. The 
sun has risen and outside the distant sounds of the city call 
up to me, all the way up here in Dad’s penthouse 
apartment. 


I peel back the curtain and look down at the sun-bathed 
city, a shadow of a cloud moving like a giant crawling beast 
across the park. Then I turn and walk toward my dresser, 
where I’ve stowed the clothes I’ve unpacked and washed. 
Basically, any clothes I’ve needed in the past two weeks 
since moving here. 


“Its all so silly, Poppet,” I say, searching for a T-shirt and 
some sweatpants. 


But with nothing else to do but hang around the apartment, 
I don’t see the need to get dressed properly. Perhaps this 
will give me the motivation I need to get to work on my 
book again because these past two weeks have been so 
crazy I’ve sort of let that slip. 


Letting my ambition slip. What a cliché of a writer. 


I stand there in my pajama shorts and a tank top, no bra, 
glad that Domenico isn’t here to see me. 


Every time I think about the way he winced when he saw 
my body, something in me seizes. I’ll try not to think about 
it, I decide. 


Because ignoring things always makes them better. 


After getting dressed I see that Poppet’s head is cocked, 
most likely listening to a sound deeper in the building. She 
springs from the bed like a flurry of snow and pads 
languidly across the room. A moment later, I hear the front 
door open and the sound of my dad’s footsteps. 


“Dallas?” he calls. “Are you home? Are you alright?” 


I open the door and Poppet sprints down the hallway, 
decorated with surprising elegance considering Dad’s the 
one who did it. But I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a 
personal designer in here, come to think of it, with the 
marble-colored walls and the plush rugs, yet light enough 
not to become clammy and trapping in the sun. Poppet 
rounds the corner at the end of the hall and I follow her, 
emerging into the cavernous open-plan room that 
dominates the apartment. The large room houses the living 
room, the kitchen, and the dining area, separated only by 
the change from hardwood to carpet. 


Dad is sitting at the kitchen bar, leaning down to scratch 
Poppet behind the ears as she leaps up at him. 


“Pm still shocked she still remembers me,” he says, 
grinning. 


I smile and move across the room. Dad is wearing a sweat- 
soaked shirt and faded blue jeans. The jeans have black 
marks on them. 


Ash? Paint? What? 


“You should’ve seen the look on Mom’s face the day they 
brought her to the house,” I giggle. “I thought she was 
going to have a heart attack.” 


Dad smiles but keeps staring down at Poppet. “I knew she’d 
be perfect for you,” he says. “Eight years old and look at 
her, still full of energy. And you know I wanted to give you 


more, Dallas. I always did. But—Well, sometimes we don’t 
always get what we want.” 


But Mother refused my money because she knew where it 
came from. 


That’s what he wants to say, I just know it. 


But even if Mom has never had a problem disparaging Dad 
- now there’s a euphemistic word if there ever was one - 
Dad never returned the favor. 


He looks up at me with the tight grin-slash-grimace I 
inherited from him. 


“Are you old enough to drink coffee now?” 


I roll my eyes. “If that wasn’t a joke, I’m moving out of here 
ASAP.” 


He chuckles and wanders over to the coffee machine. 


“T’m just glad you’re okay. Jesus, if something had happened 
to you ... What the hell were you thinking, Dallas? Name- 
dropping Dom all around town?” 


I feel a fierce blush infuse my cheeks, both at the mention of 
Dom’s name - get a grip, girl - and also at the 
embarrassment of the mistake. Dad’s right. There’s no 
excuse for a slip-up so catastrophic. 


“T’m sorry,” I sigh. “I wasn’t thinking. But then, you know, 
it’s not exactly like you ever explicitly told me you’re in the 
Italian Mob and I shouldn’t go around saying my boss’s 
name. As far as I’m supposed to be concerned, you’re just a 
businessman, and Domenico DeLuca is just a businessman, 
right?” 


Dad works his tongue around his mouth for a moment, 
seeming to harden. He reaches down and gives Poppet 


more loving attention and then turns back to the coffee 
machine, avoiding my gaze. 


“We’re having Dom and a few of the men over for dinner 
this evening,” he says. 


“So you’re avoiding my question.” 


He sighs and starts fiddling with the buttons on the coffee 
machine. “Goddamn thing never works.” 


“That’s a yes, then.” 
“Need to get this son of a bitch fixed.” 


I wander over to the window, looking down at the city, 
feeling vulnerable even if I know this is protective glass. I 
feel like I’m floating as I watch a cloud drift by, impossibly 
close. 


“So Domenico DeLuca is coming here for dinner tonight?” I 
ask, knowing Dad won’t talk about his work. 


“Yes,” Dad says. “I’d appreciate it if you could, ah, be my 
daughter for the evening.” 


“You mean sit there and smile and be as friendly and 
inoffensive as I can.” 


Dad chuckles grimly. “ Yeah, exactly.” 


I turn to find him looking at me like he used to when I was a 
kid and said something precocious, as though he’s 
constantly amazed I’m not his little girl anymore. 


“Okay, Dad. I'll try.” 


He finishes the coffee and slides one over to me. I take it, 
savoring the blistering warmth, telling myself that it’s the 
coffee, just the steam against the surface of the mug, and 
nothing to do with the notion that soon Domenico will be 


here with his searing eyes and his irrepressible body and 
his way of looking at me like I’m the only woman alive. 


I take the coffee to my room, a little offended that Poppet 
elects to stay with Dad in the living room. 


I sit at my laptop, intending to do some work. 
And of course, that entails some healthy procrastination. 


I end up on a news website, idly scrolling, and then my 
hand pauses, and something in me tightens sharply. 


Night of Arson: Several Buildings Razed Downtown, 
Investigations to Follow. 


All of the businesses are owned by the Irish, and even if Dad 
never talks about work, I haven’t forgotten what Domenico 
said to me in the alleyway. 


The Italians are at war with the Irish. Which means my Dad 
spent all of last night committing arson. 


Mom’s ranting returns to me, her endless tirades about 
how my father was a criminal, and I should hate him. 


She looked at me like I was a demon spawn when I told her 
I was coming here. 


Don’t let her be right. 


But the news article stares at me, an accusation, and all I 
can do is slam the laptop shut and let out a shuddering 
breath. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


D omenico 


The city drifts by me as I sit in the rear of the armored car, 
my driver - Julio - taking the corners with ease. Julio is a 
good man and has been with me for a long time. About fifty 
years old, with a shock of gray hair and solid shoulders in 
his driver’s jacket, he’s a man you can rely on. 


Tension works its way through me as Julio leads us through 
the night. My mind keeps returning to Dallas, even as I try 
to tug it back to Patty and the Irish. 


We hit five of their businesses last night and so far they 
haven’t retaliated or contacted us, but that doesn’t mean a 
thing, because they could be waiting, lurking like alligators 
judging the best timing to snap their teeth closed. 


I’ve put every measure in place I can think of. 


Extra security, daily changes to delivery routes, minimizing 
the amount of information the lower-rung operators need to 
know, cutting down the chance of ratting, spying. I’ve 
upped the pay of my men to instill loyalty and we’ve been 


hitting every legitimate union hard, but with the threat of 
real fire now instead of unemployment. 


But we won’t cross the line that Patty will. 
Bombs, bullets, destruction. 
Death. 


This evening is about presenting a good face to my men, 
though, and focusing on the Irish isn’t the best move for 
that. 


But then again, neither is allowing my mind to stray to 
Dallas. 


I can’t stop picturing her in the alleyway, yet in my mind 
we’re alone and she’s standing there naked. I step close but 
don’t touch her at first. I watch as the lust rises in her, her 
eyes widening, her skin pricking with goosebumps. And 
then slide my hand softly up her inner thigh and track the 
shivers moving through her body. I find her sex, palming it, 
and then I get hard and rough. 


I force her to cream all over my hand. I pump my arm until 
she’s begging me to keep going and to stop and she doesn’t 
know where she is, who she is, only that she belongs to me, 
that every fiber of her belongs to me. 


I laugh and shake my head. 

What the hell is it about her? 

Well... everything. 

“Fuck.” 

“Boss?” Julio says. “I’m sorry, did you say something?” 


“Nothing important,” I murmur. “Your driving is excellent 
tonight, Julio, as always.” 


He grins at me in the rearview mirror briefly. 
“Always nice to hear. Thanks, boss.” 
I lean back and try to center myself. 


All my life - climbing up the blood-stained rungs of the 
Mafia ladder - I’ve had to find this place of calm. When you 
deal in bullets and huge mammoth piles of cash, peace is 
paramount. I can’t afford to lose my head to a woman, not 
now, not in the middle of what might become the worst war 
we've ever experienced. 


But there’s just something different about Dallas. 
Something ... 


It’s hard to divine precisely what, except that the thought of 
her makes me feel like a fucking caveman. I want to drag 
her into our safe place, away from the cold and the dark 
and the wind of the outside, and ravage her over and over 
as I bend her over a rock. I want to drive my hot hard wet 
length deep inside of her, almost more than she can take, 
palming those round perfect ass cheeks with each thrust. 


I want to fire a gallon of my seed into her begging womb, 
knowing that I’m putting a child in her, claiming her in the 
most definitive way a man can claim a woman. 


She’s mine. 
And I need to show her that. 
But what about Gabriel? 


I sigh, opening and closing my hands, feeling my knuckles 
tingling as though searching for something to punch. 


When my cellphone rings, I answer it without looking, 
presuming that it’s Gabriel and glad for the distraction. 
He’s the only one who calls me unless I specifically request 


someone to. If my people have a problem, they go to him, 
and he brings it to me. Insulation is a survival mechanism. 


But the voice has a childlike glee to it. 
And it’s not Gabriel. 


A gravelly, self-satisfied voice, but without any hint of an 
Irish accent. 


He sounds like any other street kid in this city. Except more 
manic, more unhinged, happier to be waging this fucking 
War. 


“Evening, Dom,” Patty McGuinness says. 
“Evening,” I reply matter-of-factly. 


I can imagine him standing there in his plaid green shirt, 
his shock of red hair, and his pale fish-like skin. He has a 
golden canine tooth that glints when he smiles and a tattoo 
of a four-leaf clover on the back of his left hand, as though 
by adopting all of this he can convince people he really was 
born in Ireland and not right here like the rest of us. I met 
him a few times when his father was alive, but he was 
always a background figure, rash and headstrong but 
ignored. 


“You sound pretty happy for a man who killed his own 
father.” 


“T thought you were going to ask how I got this number.” 


“You hired a hacker from the Dark Web. You lifted my 
consigliere’s phone and somehow got into it. You have a 
contact in the police.” 


“Oh no,” Patty laughs. “You see, Gabriel Smith is working 
for me.” 


“Of course he is,” I mutter, not even one part of me 
believing it. “What do you want, Patty?” 


“T want you to stop burning down my businesses, obviously.” 


“And I want you to stop trying to kill me. Let’s come to an 
arrangement.” 


“What sort of an arrangement?” 


“You step down as the leader of your Family and give 
control over to one of your more level-headed colleagues. 
You leave the city and never return. You stop dealing drugs 
and arms and trafficking women.” 


“And what do I get in return?” he says, his laugh grimmer 
now, the madness in him creeping into his voice. “Sounds 
like a pretty one-sided fucking deal.” 


“T just told you what you get in return, Patty,” I snarl. “You 
get to leave the fucking city. And in a car. Or a plane. Nota 
body bag.” 


“Ooh, scary,” he titters, but he can’t hide the real anxiety in 
his voice. “When’s the last time you put somebody in the 
ground, Dom? You’re old. Your day has come and gone. It’s 
time for the young wolves to take control.” 


“You’re not a wolf, Patty. You’re a wild dog. And when I start 
chipping away at your pack, you'll realize just how truly 
alone you are. Your men follow you because they’re as mad 
as you and they like the mayhem. But when the mayhem 
turns toward them and they start dropping like fucking flies 
- or when the money stops - they’ll be gone. You'll see.” 


A pause. 


I hear a crashing sound and a smirk touches my lips. 


“Something tells me this phone call isn’t going how you 
wanted it to,” I comment. “Did you have a proposition? Or 
were you merely intending to act tough?” 


“Pm calling to let you know things are going to get bad, 
really fucking bad if you don’t step aside and give me 
Downtown. Have the rest of the city if you want, but 
Downtown is mine.” 


“So you can kidnap girls and turn them into prostitutes. So 
you can funnel drugs into the poorest neighborhoods. So 
your men can ride around like it’s the Wild fucking West, 
raping and killing and torturing with impunity. That will 
never happen, Patty.” 


“What I do with my business is none of your business,” he 
snaps. “You think you’re so high and mighty. Just wait. One 
of these days, it’ll just me and you and our fists. You won’t 
be so cocky then, old man.” 


“You better hope that day doesn’t come. Goodbye, Patty.” 


I hang up and tighten my hold around the phone, tension 
writhing through me. In my mind I’m stomping my boot 
onto Patty’s smug face over and over, watching the blood 
well and bleed into the concrete. 


I call Gabriel on his secure landline. 
“Skip?” 
“How did Patty get my fucking phone number?” 


“Ah, fuck,” Gabriel says. “I lost my burner phone last night. I 
assumed it went up in one of the you-know-whats, but 
maybe one of them got their hands on it?” 


“Was it password-protected?” 


Gabriel pauses. I can hear him fidgeting. 


“For fuck’s sake, Gabriel. Don’t make that mistake again.” 


“I know, Dom. I’m sorry. It’s just we update those burners 
so often, sometimes I forget.” 


“Well, fucking remember next time.” 


“I know, I know. It won’t happen again. Anyway, what 
happened?” 


I tell him about the conversation as we pull up outside his 
apartment building, driving into the underground garage 
and parking close to the private elevator that leads to the 
penthouse suite. Two of my men are posted on either side of 
it, their hands near their hips, ready to draw if they need to. 


“Well, shit,” Gabriel says. “We knew he was going to be 
angry. There’s nothing new there.” 


“No,” I murmur. “But he sounded unhinged. Like a 
madman. And the problem with madmen is you can never 
predict what they’re going to do.” 


CHAPTER SIX 


D allas 


The cocktail dress clings to me as I move out onto the 
balcony, letting the wind kiss my face and the cold night air 
jolt me to wakefulness. The city glitters at night, a thousand 
lights sparkling up at me. Behind me, Dad’s apartment is 
filled with around forty people, the mobsters, and their 
wives, most of the wives with giant extravagant haircuts 
and slim, fuck-me bodies that make me feel ungainly and - 
say it, say it- yep, fat. 


They make me feel fat. 


When Dad said dinner, I assumed it would be a few people. 
So when the event organizers rolled in and converted the 
living room into a _ Last-Supper-style banquet room, 
complete with giant table and a center area for dancing and 
conversing and socializing, I couldn’t help but feel a tremor 
of anxiety move through me. 


I remember once, when I was around fifteen years old, 
Mom came swishing into my room in one of her way-too- 
revealing dresses. She glittered around the place, oblivious 


to the fact that I was trying to do my homework, Poppet 
nestled close to my feet. When I didn’t immediately start 
fawning over how pretty her dress was, she frowned at me. 


“Dallas,” she sighed. “I understand that you’re not a party 
sort of girl, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have fun, does it?” 


And then she left. 
And the worst part was I couldn’t disagree with her. 


I’ve never been the sort of girl who enjoys parties, the 
loudness, the pressure to be somebody I’m not. I can read 
about parties in books and enjoy them, the vicarious thrill of 
a stolen kiss by moonlight, but to actually be there, living it 


My thoughts trail off when I hear the balcony door open 
behind me. I turn to find Poppet prancing toward me, 
clearly loving the party more than me, her eyes alight with 
all the attention and treats she’s been given. 


And, behind her, the man I’ve spent all night trying not to 
gawp at. 


Domenico DeLuca strides onto the balcony in his tuxedo, his 
body seeming somehow more massive and imposing in the 
formal attire. His face is clean-shaven now, showing off his 
cutting jawline. His eyes glint knowingly as he walks over to 
me. 


“She was clawing at the glass for you,” he says. 


I glance behind him, at the door he’s just closed behind 
him. The party goes on without us, people dancing and 
drinking and eating. It seems like a separate world as I lean 
down and tickle Poppet under the chin. She tips her head 
back and opens her mouth into a wide smile, relishing it. 


“Thank you,” I say, standing up. 


The silence stretches between us as he stares at me. 


His jawline gets tight, somehow more cutting, and his gaze 
seems to burn into me as though I’ve stolen from him. My 
heart smacks into my ribcage at the absurd notion that he 
knows I’ve been fantasizing about him. But that’s 
ridiculous. He couldn’t know. I haven’t spoken the fantasies 
aloud, not once, and I never will. 


Because they’re ridiculous. 


The simple fact is a man like Domenico DeLuca would never 
want me. 


And he’s dad’s boss and best friend. 
And he’s a criminal. 


But it’s hard to remember all of that when he walks closer 
to me and his lips twitch a little, a not-quite-a-smile. 


“She’s loyal,” he says. “She saw you out here looking all 
self-pitying and morose and had to come and see what your 
problem was.” 


“Self-pitying?” I giggle, flashing him a look that seems 
natural, even if it shouldn’t be, even if we're getting 
dangerously close to flirting. Or are we? How silly can I be? 
“TIl have you know I was contemplating the next paragraph 
of my novel.” 


“Really?” he says, leaning on the railing and looking over 
the city with a proprietary claim. “You spend that long 
contemplating a single paragraph?” 


I find myself leaning on the railing next to him, not quite 
touching, but close. It’s probably innocent but there’s 
something twisted up inside of me for even daring to think 
about this proximity as if any second he might turn and loop 
his arms around me and pull me toward him. 


“T don’t think you really want to hear about the process of 
an unpublished writer,” I murmur. 


“Why not?” he says. 
“Because it’s boring?” 


“Let me be the judge of that,” he says smoothly, still looking 
at the city, his city. 


He could look at me like that, too. Like he owns me. 
Shivers move all through my body. 


I feel my sex tingling in a way it never has before, as though 
something deep and primal is urging me to throw myself at 
this man. I’m glad the civilized part of me has enough sense 
to batter that instinct firmly down because the last thing I 
need is to feel the utter humiliation that would come from 
such a move. 


“I don’t usually spend so long thinking about a single 
paragraph,” I say. “That was a joke. But I guess I am always 
trying to keep my book in the back of my mind, you know. 
Just sort of letting it ... ferment, or whatever. I know how 
that sounds.” 


“How does it sound?” he asks, infuriatingly neutral, animal 
eyes consuming the city. 


“Um, pretentious?” I laugh, reaching down and petting 
Poppet when she jumps up to my hips. “Like I think I’m this 
oh-so-important writer when really I haven’t even had a 
single word published.” 


“You don’t have to be ashamed of your talent,” he says. “Or 
trying to work on your talent. You don’t have to be 
embarrassed because you have a dream and you’ve got the 
bravery to go after it, Dallas.” 


I swallow. 


It’s silly, juvenile, but when he says my name my pulse 
quickens and my blood rushes hotter. 


“Okay, boss,” I say, trying for a joke. “From now on I'll be 
the most arrogant person you’ve ever met. Happy?” 


He turns with a slight smirk. 
“Very. Anyway, what’s your book about?” 
“You'll laugh.” 


“T doubt it,” he says ruefully. “I try to laugh as little as 
possible at these parties. It gives the men the impression 
that I’m made of ice inside, and that can be very useful.” 


Part of me wants to ask him, Why are you telling me this? 
Why are you even talking to me? 


But then that might break the spell and he might just leave, 
and for some reason, that produces a cacophony of 
resentment inside of me, as though my body is screaming at 
me that if I let this man go, there’ll be repercussions. 


“Well?” he says, staring at me almost sternly. 


“Tt’s about a dragon born with no wings,” I tell him. “So she 
has to go on this mystical quest to discover why, and she 
befriends a wizard who teaches her how to fly without 
wings, but with magic. There’s more to it than that, but 
that’s the general gist.” 


“Ts it a children’s book?” 


I glare. “No, it’s an adult’s fantasy book. It actually gets 
pretty dark in places.” 


He holds his hands up, that same implacable calm on his 
face. “Okay, I didn’t mean to offend you, Firecracker.” 


My glare gets harder, even if I feel a smile tugging my lips 
upward. “I’m sorry, but what in the name of holy hell did 
you just call me?” 


“Firecracker,” he says, a teasing note in his voice. “What’s 
wrong? You don’t like it? It certainly fits with how quickly 
you can explode, don’t you think?” 


“No, I absolutely don’t think,” I say, moving closer to him. 
Heat swells all around us. The night doesn’t seem as 
bracing anymore. “And while we’re on the subject of moods, 
how about I give you a nickname, hmm? Maybe Iceman? 
Because you come across as pretty freaking cold. And you 
said it yourself. You give the impression you’re made of ice 
inside.” 


He chuckles deeply. It’s a wonderful sound. 

“Fine,” he says. “Iceman and Firecracker it is.” 

“We sound like a comedy duo.” 

“Or a band,” he says. “But I should warn you. I can’t sing.” 


“Try,” I laugh, the moment sweeping me up in its embrace. 
We’ve somehow ended up standing very close, so close I 
could reach up and touch his handsome face if I wanted to. 
If I was brave enough to.“ Just a few lines.” 


“Dallas Smith,” he says. “There is no world in which I sing.” 


“Fine,” I sass. “Then Poppet and I will sing. Come here, 
girl.” 


She leaps up and I cradle her in my arms, heavier than she 
used to be, but still feeling like my little baby as I cuddle her 
close. Then I throw my head back and let out a soft howl, 
and then another, and by the third, I realize what I’m doing, 
and embarrassment thuds through me. 


“She usually howls with me,” I explain, cheeks glowing red. 
“Well, let me try,” he says. 

“You’re joking.” 

“Give her here and see if I’m joking.” 

“Okay, but be careful. She can get a bit flighty.” 


“Come here, girl,” he says, voice soothing as he takes her 
from me. 


His hand brushes against mine and electricity surges down 
through my body. He cradles her close and tips his head 
back, ready to let out a howl. He’s so muscular that even his 
neck has tendons of it, making him look solid, immovable. 
Poppet looks comfortable and right at home. 


I can’t stop myself from giggling, the sight is so unexpected, 
so unusual. 


He’s just taking an interest in his best friend’s daughter, 
nothing more. He’s just making you feel welcome. 


But what if it is more? 
What if— 


But before Dom or Poppet can howl, an animal noise of pain 
comes from inside. 


We turn and stare into Dad’s apartment, at the crowd 
gathered around a figure on the floor, his foot twitching. 


Somebody screams. 


Poppet whines worriedly. 


CHAPTER SEV EN 


D omenico 


I have to struggle to push away the moment Dallas and I 
just shared. I haven’t let myself go like that in years, 
decades even. I haven’t sunk so easily into the back-and- 
forth with a woman for the simple reason that I’ve never 
wanted to, never even come close to wanting to. 


But when Dallas started bantering with me, I felt an 
answering call inside of me. 


And learning about her, about her hopes and dreams and 
talent, that was just as sweet. 


When she tipped her head back and howled, though, that 
endearing howl moved something inside of me, I had to 
batter down the urge to leap at her and take her neck in my 
mouth. I’d kiss and bite as she stood there, at my mercy, 
looking fine-as-hell in her sparkly blue dress that pushes 
out her breasts gorgeously. A dignified slice of leg on 
display, her thighs thick, round, made to be grabbed and 
played with and owned. 


But now I have to force all of that away as I walk back into 
Gabriel’s penthouse and toward the crowd gathered in the 
middle of the room. 


“What is it?” I say, keeping my voice cold despite the 
anxiety thrumming through me. 


I push through the crowd, my men and their wives knowing 
to drift aside as I move closer to the man on the floor. 


I stare down at him, rage gripping me and the desire to 
bash more than a few heads together coming over me. 


One of the younger men, Nathan, is lying on his back with a 
stupid drunken expression on his face. As I watch, he blinks 
and sits up, looking around in surprise at all the people 
crowded around him. I glance at the woman who screamed, 
a thin woman in a thinner dress, his wife, his girl, whatever, 
screaming melodramatically because he slipped on an hors 
d'oeuvre. 


“Wha—goin’—on?” he slurs drunkenly. 


“Stupid motherfucker,” Gabriel snaps, leaning down and 
grabbing him by his shirtfront. “The fuck’s the matter with 
you? You got half the place thinking you’ve been shot or 
poisoned, you dumb prick.” 


I see anger rise in Nathan’s young face. He looks like he 
might snap at this man rudely accosting him, but then his 
eyes come into some sort of focus and he sees that it’s 
Gabriel Smith. 


“Sorry,” he murmurs. “Fuck, sorry.” 


He looks up at me and his lips begin to tremble. I know his 
name, but we’ve never spoken. I’ve never had a need to. 


“Boss, please, forgive me.” 


I sigh grimly. “Go home and sober up,” I tell him. “And don’t 
cause such a scene next time.” 


“Yes, yes, of course. I’m sorry. Shit. I’m so sorry.” 


I watch as he stumbles toward the exit, leaning on the arm 
of his plus-one. Julio is standing in the corner, hands 
crossed over his middle, and when I nod at him he silently 
glides from the room after Nathan. He’ll drive him home 
and make sure he doesn’t get into any more trouble. I wish 
more of my men were like Julio. 


“Fucking idiot,” Gabriel grumbles, walking over to me as 
the crowd disperses and the festivities recommence. “All 
that fuss over a goddamn prawn or whatever the fuck it 
was. Shows you how tense people are, though, don’t it?” 


“We're at war,” I say. “They're right to be tense.” 


We drift over to the corner of the room, sitting down and 
letting our men and their women fill the room around us. I 
catch sight of Dallas moving across the room, one hand on 
the back of Poppet’s head. The way she’s leaning down to 
touch her dog causes the hem of her dress to lift slightly, 
giving me a glance at more of her thigh, that luscious thigh 
I could spend hours exploring, licking, biting. 


I keep my face composed. This is wrong. Gabriel is sitting 
right fucking here. 


“Skip,” he says, keeping his voice quiet so the other men 
don’t hear him use his childhood nickname for me. 


a Ye s? n 


“Am I going crazy, or did I see you holding Dallas’s dog out 
there? And I could swear I saw her howling.” 


I feel like a traitor, like a fucking rat, as I sit here, my friend 
having no idea that a thousand sultry thoughts about his 


daughter are cascading through my mind. I have to be 
strong. I have to fight this. I can’t let my desire for her 
consume me, not now, not ever. 


“I was just keeping her company,” I mutter. “Or, rather, I 
was just escaping the party, the same way she was.” 


Gabriel nods, unsuspicious. 


He trusts you. That’s why he doesn’t suspect you. You piece 
of shit. 


“Never was one for parties, Dallas,” he says. 
“No?” I say, and then immediately regret it. 


What I should be doing is pushing any thought of Dallas 
from my mind, definitely not asking my consigliere for - for 
what? - for inside tips about his daughter. 


Gabriel, tell me how to seduce your daughter, tell me all 
her quirks and character traits. 


But Gabriel just takes it as a question between friends, 
because he has no reason not to. He has no reason to 
suspect this searing, compulsive need that’s burning 
through me like the wildest of forest fires, scorching 
everything up, my reason, my willpower, until all that’s left 
is her. 


And she’s mine. 
She fucking belongs to me. 


“She’s always been the bookish type,” he says. “Every time 
she’d come to visit me as a kid - and you know how much 
Samantha resented letting her come down here - but 
anyway, she’d always just hole up with a book. Sometimes 
she’d sit there for twelve hours straight, picking up a new 
one when the old one was finished.” 


“Hmm,” I mutter noncommittally, my eyes roaming over the 
party as I wish for this conversation to take a bullet to the 
head. 


But then Gabriel laughs in a way I know well, a laugh of 
reminiscence. And Gabriel is one of those people who all 
but screams, Aren’t you going to ask me what I’m laughing 
about? I can feel him looking at me in this way, the same 
way he has for over two decades. 


“What?” I ask reluctantly. 


“Tt’s just she read this one book about three times one visit, 
just kept reading it over and over.” 


tt Oh? n 


Please, somebody, help me stop being attracted to this 
man’s daughter. 


But then that’s putting it mildly. Attraction is something that 
can be resisted. This is more like nuclear fusion like we’ve 
been blasted together with the hottest inferno imaginable, 
the heat of the sun, and now nothing can pry us apart, not 
loyalty, not even decency. 


I need to taste her fucking juices. 


No, what I need to do is get a grip on myself. I need to 
handle these desires the same way I handle business, 
uncompromisingly, with no consideration of my own 
feelings. 


“What was it?” Gabriel mutters. “What’s the one with the 
lions and the witches?” 


“I don’t know. Narnia?” 


Gabriel nods eagerly, chuckling. “Yep, that was it. And it 
was a series of books. I remember now.” 


I make to stand leave, to go somewhere - anywhere - else. 
But Gabriel still has that same wistful look on his face. From 
the way his cheeks are reddening, I can tell he’s been 
drinking a fair amount tonight. 


“T hope she finds a good man, Dom,” he mutters. 
“A good man,” I repeat. 
Not a mob boss, then. 


“A man who’ll treat her right. A man who'll, I don’t know, 
encourage her. You know what it’s like with women these 
days, skip. If you’re not willing to support their dreams, 
they fuck off out west and take your daughter with them, 
and never mind that you did everything you could, worked 
your ass off, and it’s not like you ever said they couldn’t be 
an actress. And now what is she? A woman who goes to 
parties and won’t take a penny of my money because it’s 
beneath her.” 


I sigh and then laugh grimly. “I think you might be drunk, 
Gabriel.” 


He rolls his eyes. “Yeah, maybe. You think this party was a 
success?” 


I think about the balcony, the banter I never normally allow 
myself to engage in. I think about the nicknames. 


Firecracker and Iceman. 


It’s juvenile stuff, and yet it feels somehow significant. The 
way she laughed as she called me Iceman returns to me, 
capturing me in its anything-but-icy hands. I wonder what 
she’s doing in her bedroom now. I wonder if she’s changed 
into her pajamas. I wonder if she’s lying there, legs tucked 
underneath her, waiting to reveal her thighs to me and let 
me make them mine. 


“Yes,” I say, clearing my throat. “You’ve done really well.” 


“Good.” He smiles. “ Yeah, it’s not too shabby, is it?” 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


D allas 


I return to my bedroom with a dozen insane thoughts 
flurrying around my mind. 


I remember how close Domenico was to me on the balcony, 
the size of him, the evident strength, the scent of his 
cologne swirling around me, and, beneath it, the scent of 
him. 


I lock my bedroom door and get Poppet settled in her bed in 
the corner. Overstuffed from the treats and the attention, 
she’s more than happy to lay her snout on her paws and let 
her eyes flutter closed. 


In the bathroom, I lock the door again, my heart thumping 
so loudly I can barely hear the voice of reason in my mind. 


He was just being friendly. He was just bonding with his 
best friend’s daughter. There’s nothing going on here 
because, in all likelihood, he would find that idea repulsive. 
He’s treating you as he'd treat any friend of the family. 


But as I strip my clothes off and move toward the shower - 
careful not to look in the mirror - I can’t stop my mind from 
conjuring up impossibilities. 


I can feel the railing of the balcony in my hands as I bend 
over, sticking my ass out, grinding it against Dom as he 
moves up behind me and frees his manhood with one 
smooth movement of his hand. In my fantasy, he hikes up 
my dress and tears down my panties like an animal. 


“T need to take you hard,” he growls. “I need to dominate 
you. Back that pussy up right now. Right now.” 


And then he’d spank me, owning me, because Domenico 
DeLuca is the sort of man who owns everything he touches. 
I find myself climbing into the shower as though on 
autopilot, but perhaps that’s just a copout and I know 
exactly what I’m doing. 


I turn the shower pressure high and the water warm, and 
then I guide it down, down, between my legs and aim it at 
my clit as I close my eyes and sink into this insane fantasy 
world. 


The water grinds against my clit and my lips, sending 
shivers through me, and then my mind flickers and 
suddenly I’m on top of Domenico, my fingernails buried in 
the muscles of his chest. Confidence like I’ve never felt 
before infuses me as I bounce up and down on him, being 
far braver and more forward than I’d ever been in real life. 


“Pm in charge now,” I tell him in my mind, moving the 
shower head back and forth and feeling my wetness start to 
whelm inside of me. 


Lier. 


The truth is I was wet the whole time we were on the 
balcony, fucking soaked, and one reason I came back to my 


room was it was starting to get uncomfortable. 


I bite my lip as I mind-bounce on Dom’s manhood, knowing 
I could never take the lead like this in real life, knowing that 
in reality, his lips wouldn’t warp in unstoppable pleasure. 


I gasp as it explodes within me, the sudden gut-punch of the 
orgasm hitting me in complete surprise. I try to hold the 
image of Dom in my head but everything rushes too quickly 
and then I’m leaning against the shower wall, trembling. 


His image returns, standing there in his suit, his lips firm 
and his eyes penetrative as he stares at me. 


“Fucking suck it,” he growls. “Choke on it. Do you think 
you’re the only one who gets pleasure? Gag on me, now.” 


As the orgiastic song reaches a crescendo, I try to imagine 
the taste of him, the size, kneeling down on the balcony and 
forcing my mouth down the length of his manhood as the 
party goes on oblivious beyond the glass. I imagine him 
firing his seed into my mouth and then dragging me to my 
feet, smoothing it from my mouth and down my neck and 
toward my breasts and— 


Yes. 


My legs tremble so badly it’s like they’re trying to run away 
from my body. 


I open my eyes, the last aftershocks of the orgasm passing 
quickly, and then I wash away my shame and take a real 
shower, trying to wash away the silliness with it too. 


“Yeah right,” I murmur, when I return to the bedroom in my 
bathrobe, sitting on the edge of the bed in the hazy 
lamplight. Poppet cocks her head curiously. “Maybe Mom’s 
right, huh? Maybe I really need to stop living so much in my 
head. It’s starting to get pathetic, really.” 


Poppet huffs and turns aside as if she’s tired of this 
conversation. In her defense, we’ve had it many times 
before. Maybe she’s as tired of my insecurities and self- 
doubt as I am. But in my defense, in this case, it’s especially 
warranted because a little balcony banter doesn’t change 
the fact that Domenico is a forty-two year old silver fox and 
I’m well... just twenty year old me. 


I walk over to my desk and turn on the lamp, the sounds of 
the party drifting through the walls dimly. 


I put on my headphones and try to lose myself in the 
writing, but my thoughts keep returning to Dom, to the 
balcony, to the way he was going to howl for me, freaking 
howl. 


He told me he’d never sing for me and part of me wants to 
make that a challenge, and soon I’m dreaming up a whole 
scenario where I trick Dom into participating in America’s 
Got Talent somehow, which of course he’d never do. 


I return to my Word document. 
Focus. 
My cellphone rings, Mom’s name lighting up the screen. 


I’m not really in the mood for another speech about how 
unfair it is of me to abandon her out west and come here to 
live with Dad for a few weeks, or a diatribe about how my 
father is a bad man, somebody I should street clear from, 
because it just makes me want to yell at her and say cruel 
things. She’s got no right to drive a wedge between me and 
Dad. It’s just not fair. 


But as always, I answer her calls, because even if she’s a 
pain in the butt, she’s my mother. I suppose that counts for 
something. 


“Not too busy for your poor mother, then?” she says, her 
opening gambit. 


“Actually, we’re having a party,” I say, tapping my fingernails 
against my desk. “The stripper’s just left but that’s okay 
because Paolo will be back with a fresh batch of coke soon.” 


“What?” Mom snaps. “Drugs?” 
“Freaking hell, I was obviously joking.” 


“T thought jokes were supposed to be funny?” she says, with 
an aura of checkmate in the jibe. “Anyway, aren’t you going 
to ask how I’m doing, hmm?” 


I close my eyes and let out a slow breath. Mom has always 
somehow made it seem like she’s the daughter and I’m the 
mother, and now it’s no different. Her voice is brimming 
with look-what-I-did pride and a deaf man could tell she’s 
got something she wants to tell me. 


“Have you got a new boyfriend?” I guess. 


I hear her deflate. “Well, that was no fun, was it? But yes, I 
do. And you won’t guess where he lives? On the east coast! 
So it might be possible that your poor neglected mother 
might be coming to see you soon. You see, Cillian is a 
traveling salesman. Can you believe they still have those? 
But he’s not one of those boring salesmen like they have in 
the movies. He’s a tall steak of a man with the looks of a film 
star and the body of a, well... I think you’re too young for 
that.” 


“T’m twenty years old, Mother,” I snap. 


“Ooh, get you,” she teases. “I didn’t realize the east had 
turned you into a slut.” 


“Mom,” I groan. 


“Okay, okay,” she laughs. “Pl let you go. I just wanted to call 
to let you know, this one’s for real. Cillian and I really have 
something and when you’re not so busy, maybe I'll tell you 
all about it. Well, not everything, because I don’t think you 
want to hear about your mother and a canister of whipped 
cream—” 


“Are you trying to make me sick?” 
“Meanie,” she laughs. “Okay, ciao for now. Love you.” 
“Love you, Mom,” I say. 


I hang up and swivel in the computer chair, finding Poppet 
standing on the bed, her head cocked strangely. I wheel 
over and try to tickle her behind the ear. “What is it, girl?” 


She moans and lies down, watching me closely. I can’t shake 
the feeling that she can sense the unease in me. 


She knows my dirty little secret. 


Yes, fine, Poppet. I’m a little bit jealous because Mom has 
never had trouble with boys and they’ve never looked twice 
at me. But the thing is, I don’t want a boy. I want a man. 
And not just any man. I want Domenico DeLuca. 


As if reading my thoughts, she smiles sleepily, proud of my 
honesty. 


I lean down and kiss the top of her head, and then return to 
my computer, putting my headphones on and blaring music. 
My fingers move slowly over the keys at first, as if I’m 
dragging the words from a muddy, clogged well. But soon 
they’re flying. 


Tap-tap-tap. 


It’s the most beautiful sound in the world. 


CHAPTER NINE 


D omenico 


A few days later, I’m sitting in the back of the sedan as Julio 
guides us back into Gabriel’s apartment building. 


I hold the package under my arm, a sense of foreboding 
hammering through me. 


I know I shouldn’t be here. 


I know I shouldn’t be giving Gabriel’s daughter packages, 
and definitely not hand-delivering them. 


The only excuse I can give myself is that considering the 
war with the Irish, an unmarked package is bound to cause 
some mayhem. 


Or, of course, I could just not give her a gift. 


All has been quiet on the war-front since the night we hit 
the bars, but I’m under no delusions that Patty has decided 
to slink from the city with his tail tucked between his legs. 


I feel like a traitor as I step from the car and give Julio a 
curt nod, heading for Gabriel’s private elevator, for which I 


have a key. I know that Gabriel is out on business and the 
notion that I’m sneaking around occurs to me, painfully, 
because sneaking around is something I never do. 


And yet here I am. 


I nod curtly to the armed guards, the guards who know 
implicitly not to say a word about me being here. I feel her 
irresistibly pull as I ride the elevator up toward his 
apartment, my heart pounding in the back of my throat. A 
light predator’s sweat slides over my skin as if priming me 
for something. I move the package from one hand to the 
other and let out a growling sigh. 


I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her, lying awake 
at night replaying the balcony scene over and over in my 
mind. Only in my mind do I strip her naked and have her 
stand there, pert nipples hard and excited, as I slide my 
hand down her body, over the bulbous beauty of her ass, 
between her begging legs, pleasing her, making her cream 
down my arm as she shivers and screams. 


I hear Poppet’s barking the closer I get to Gabriel’s 
apartment, and then, when the doors are about to open, I 
hear Dallas’s voice. 


“What, girl? What is it? It’s probably one of the guards. 
What’s wrong?” 


The door slides open and my breath catches in a carnal 
growl. Sunlight washes in from the living room, bathing her, 
framing her for a second in its midday penthouse glow so 
that I have to focus to look through the light and see her 
properly. Her blonde hair is tousled, wearing only a tank top 
and shorts, and... 


Fucking hell. Jesus fucking Christ. 


And she’s not wearing a bra. 


In the tank top, her breasts are large and appetizing, a 
meaty meal laid out for me, the sort of breasts that will 
produce all the milk our children could ever need. At the 
sight of them, my seed writhes and roars, begging to be 
inside of her, to feel her sex getting tight around me and 
her womb sending her juices creaming through her. It’s a 
primeval need, the imperative to fuck her, to make her 
pregnant now before it’s too late. 


An unfair thought strikes me. 


What if some other man tried to get her pregnant, to make 
her theirs? Violent thoughts rush through me. No other 
man is allowed to touch her, ever, because she belongs to 
me. 


“T didn’t mean to startle her,” I say, as smoothly as I can as I 
walk into the apartment. 


Poppet trots over to me and offers her head for petting in a 
dignified manner. I reach down and tickle her behind the 
ears, and then the snow-white whippet turns around and 
trots back toward the living room, apparently content I’m 
not a threat. 


“She likes you,” Dallas says, blushing for some reason. 


Her eyes flicker downward, toward her tank top, and for an 
insane moment, I think she’s ashamed at the glorious sight 
of her voluptuous, mind-fucking breasts. But then my 
suspicion is confirmed as she turns away, muttering, “Um, 
will you wait in the kitchen a sec? I mean, you don’t have to. 
I guess you’re here to drop something off for Dad? I just 
need to... you know...” 


“You look fine the way you are,” I growl, unable to stop 
myself. “More than fine, in fact.” 


She does an adorable two-step, one forward and then one 
backward, as though she’s not quite sure what I mean by 
what I’ve just said. I can’t help but smirk, but then her back 
is turned, striding toward the living room. 


My eyes devour her ass cheeks in the shorts, the way the 
fabric hugs tightly to the roundness of them, the spank-me- 
now way they move. Her thick thighs make me want to roar 
like a lion claiming its mate. 


I walk into the kitchen, laying the package down, wrapped 
in plain brown paper. 


I rest my elbows on the bar and blow out a long sigh, telling 
myself that I still have a chance to leave. We can write off 
the closeness on the balcony as friendly banter, nothing 
more. But this gift signifies much more than that, and I 
sense that I won’t be able to lie to myself, or her, about how 
I really feel once I’ve given it to her. 


Leave, then, a voice growls in my mind. This isn’t fair to 
Gabriel. Leave. Leave now. 


But then she returns, looking just as ravishing in a light 
summer dress that clings to her as she moves across the 
room. It’s long and brightly colored, the sort of dress that 
shifts with her movements. I see the outline of her body 
clearly, her curves flooding my manhood with tension, 
making me want to take her, to take her right fucking now 
in the kitchen. 


“So, that’s for Dad?” she asks, a tremor in her voice. 


She’s nervous, I can tell. I can read her, despite only having 
known her for a few days. 


“No,” I say, voice coming out deep and growly. “It’s for you.” 


“M-me?” she murmurs, eyeing it like it might be another 
bomb. 


“Don’t worry, Firecracker,” I chuckle darkly. “This one’s not 
going to explode.” 


“Ha, ha,” she says sarcastically, but a satisfying flush 
spreads down her neck at the use of the nickname. 


Iam so lost to this woman. 


I slide the package across the bar and then sit back, 
watching her closely, the nervous way she moves so that her 
body trembles a little. It makes her breasts jiggle and I 
realize, almost painfully, that she’s changed her clothes but 
she’s still not wearing a bra. I can make out the suck-me 
shape of her nipple beneath the dress. 


Does she realize how fucking powerful that body makes 
her? 


“Be careful with it,” I murmur, as she smooths her hands 
over the package, hands that belong wrapped about my 
manhood, pumping, spreading my precome until I’m slick 
enough to drive inside of her childbearing body. 


“Are you sure it’s not a bomb?” she giggles. 
“Pretty sure,” I smirk. 


Her face shifts from curiosity to a blossoming wave of 
delight as she reveals the first edition set of The Chronicles 
of Narnia, housed in a custom walnut glass-lidded case. On 
the front, there’s a small bookseller’s note describing the 
individuality of the collection. It’s a signed, first edition, 
complete with the typos and errors that make such editions, 
special and unique, apparently. 


“What the hell?” she whispers, looking up at me as wonder 
streaks her features. Tears glimmer in her eyes. “I’ve 


researched these online, Dom. I know how much this costs.” 
Forty thousand dollars. 
“Do you like it?” I ask. “That’s all that matters.” 


“L-like it?” she murmurs. “This is easily the best gift I’ve 
ever received. I—thank you. Would it be totally weird if I 
hugged you?” 


A chord strikes inside of me, moving through me, tension 
dominating as I shake my head. 


“T’d be angry if you didn’t.” 


She carefully places the case down and then walks around 
the kitchen divider. My manhood presses against my suit 
trousers, trying to escape, trying to burst hotly free. 


I stand up and meet her halfway, opening my arms, knowing 
instinctively that this is it, the point of no return. There’s no 
coming back from this. If I touch her, I won’t be able to help 
myself. I’m only flesh and blood, for fuck’s sake. 


How am I supposed to resist a woman like her? 


“Well, thank you, Dom,” she says, lifting her arms as though 
getting ready for a friend-of-the-family hug. 


But when she lifts her arms, it makes her breasts move 
enticingly. 


Savage instinct takes hold of me and then I’m taking hold of 
her, crushing her shoulders in my hands and dragging her 
closer to me. She whimpers and I can feel the blistering 
heat of her skin through the fabric of her dress, and then I 
lean down and bring my mouth close to her lips, the need to 
taste her overwhelming reason and logic and sanity. 


I press my lips against hers. 


She’s tentative at first, but then she lets out a moan that 
goes straight to my core, and sinks closer to me, gasping 
through the kiss. She tastes so fucking good, she tastes of 
her womb and her wetness and just her, she tastes like the 
woman I’ve been waiting my whole damn life for. 


She breaks it off, breathing heavily, eyes swimming as she 
stares up at me. 


“What the...” 

“T know,” I growl. 

“T didn’t think you’d want me—” 
“You're all I want,” I tell her firmly. 
“We shouldn’t be doing this.” 

“No, we shouldn’t.” 


We stare at each other for a long moment. Her mouth is 
slightly parted, showing me her tongue, and her eyes are 
wide and filled with desire, the same desire that flames 
within me. 


This time, she leans in as well. 


We meet halfway and I slide my hand around her hip, 
bracing her back, pressing her closer to me, sinking into 
her. 


I can’t stop. 
I don’t want to stop. 


I kiss her harder. 


CHAPTER TEN 


D allas 


I wrap my arms around him, a sense of utter disbelief 
falling over me as I sink deeper and deeper into the kiss. He 
tastes strong and somehow musky, even if that doesn’t 
make sense. He tastes like a freaking man and as our 
tongues clash I let out an involuntary whimper that has me 
shivering against him as if any second I could just explode 
into a shower-style orgasm right here. 


Am I dreaming? Did I fall asleep at my desk and now this is 
just another writer’s fantasy? 


When I looked down at the gift, something bright and 
disbelieving whelmed in my chest, the utter craziness of the 
moment driving me to think I was in some kind of warped 
simulation. It’s too sweet, too perfect, too specific to me for 
Domenico DeLuca to be the one to give it to me. 


Because why would he? 
Why would he even care? 


“You're all I want.” 


His words resound through my mind as though he’s 
speaking them on a loop, his impossible words that make no 
freaking sense and yet produce a symphony of pleasure 
inside me anyway, swirling around endlessly, making me 
want to grab onto him tighter. 


He breaks off the kiss and I realize our bodies are pressed 
close, the hardness of his muscles bulging through his suit. 
A light salt-shaded smattering of facial hair has grown back 
since the party, giving him a carnal look. His intense eyes 
burn into me, his steel peppered hair swept to the side. His 
suit is the same winter-cloud color. 


“T need to taste you,” he growls, pressing his hand into my 
ass cheeks. 


Shivers move up my body. 


A voice whispers in my mind that this isn’t happening, that 
it can’t be happening. And yet I can feel how physically 
close he is, the sultry pleasure of his breath moving over my 
skin, the goosebumps pricking my ass cheeks as he grabs 
me harder, rougher, as though he owns me. 


Oh, God, I’d love for him to own me. 
“Taste me?” I whisper. 


“Yes,” he says firmly, as though we’re in a business meeting. 
“All of you. I want to be strong. Fuck it, Dallas, I’ve tried to 
be strong. I wanted to grab you that night on the balcony 
and take you like the fucking savage I am right there. But I 
stopped myself. But I can’t stop myself anymore.” 


My heart is a bolt of lightning, striking, again and again. 
“Are you serious?” I gasp. 


His hold tightens on me. My sex floods with heat and 
wetness and I feel like letting out a moaning song of desire. 


No, I don’t feel like it. I can hear myself. I hear the song. It 
fills the kitchen and causes Dom’s expression to warp into 
wolfish savageness. 


“Your bedroom. Now.” 


“But Poppet,” I whisper. “Can you give me a minute? Ill get 
her set up in the spare room. She has a little nook in there.” 


A smirk touches his lips. “Don’t take too long. I’m fucking 
starving to taste your sweetness.” 


“Jesus,” I whisper, another shiver moving through me, 
compelling, powerful, capturing every part of me as I turn 
and walk on dream-fused legs toward my bedroom. 


I pick up the wooden case containing the first editions, 
cradling it to my chest and carrying it carefully through my 
door. I place it on my desk, next to my laptop, and then turn 
to look for Poppet. 


“Girl?” I whisper. “Where are you?” 


I can’t help but smile - even wider than I already am - when 
I hear her answering moan from down the hallway. I glance 
out and see her standing at the door to the spare room, 
head tilted as if to say, I’m right here, safe and sound but 
out of the way... you know, because you’ve got business to 
handle. 


“Good girl,” I say. 
She turns and slinks back into the bedroom. 


Not for the first time, I reflect that Poppet is probably one 
of the smartest dogs I’ve ever met. 


I’m about to turn to tell Dom I’m ready - but are you? are 
you ready? aren’t you actually incredibly nervous? - when I 
feel his hands loop around my hips and his groin drive into 


my lower back. His manhood is a solid trapped mass in his 
suit trousers, grinding against me. 


“You’re going to cream all over my mouth,” he whispers in 
my ear, voice made husky with his desire. “Do you 
understand, Dallas? You’re going to fucking cream for me.” 


I get the sense that we’ve both silently agreed to ignore the 
massive elephant in the room, that being Gabriel Smith, my 
dad, Dom’s best friend. A passing sense of guilt touches me, 
but then it’s whooshed away with the motion of Dom 
guiding me into my bedroom and shutting the door behind 
us. He glances around at the boxes and the general mess. 


“Bad girl,” he laughs deeply, spanking me lightly on the ass. 


I let out a squeal and spin on him. “Hey, who said you could 
spank me?” 


“I fucking did,” he snarls, and then grabs my shoulders and 
directs me to the bed. “You’re driving me crazy in that 
dress. The way the material dances around you and outlines 
your figure. Fuck. That body was made to be worshipped 
and tasted and spanked. Lie down, Dallas. Lie on your back. 
Now.” 


Lust drives me to the bed, onto my back, even as nerves 
hiss in my ear that this isn’t right. I’m not his sort of girl. 
When he finds out... 


But then his powerful, certain hands are gliding up my 
thighs and toward my sex. And I can’t think about the what- 
ifs anymore. All I can focus on is the feeling of his hands 
tickling at my panties, gripping them and pulling them 
down, the fabric rustling against my skin, and causing 
beautifully torturous shimmers to move through me. 


He tosses them to the floor and then just pauses with his 
hands on either side of my sex, leaving burning imprints of 


his palm. I risk a look down - even now, nerves pulsate 
endlessly around me - and see that his face has warped into 
something like fascination. A light smirk toys at his lips as 
he glances at me briefly. 


“Jesus,” he groans. “I knew your pussy would be perfect, 
but this is something else. You’re already wet for me, aren’t 
you? You’re already fucking drenched for me.” 


I try to reply but all that comes out is a shivering moan that 
breaks off into a gasp as he grinds his palm against my 
center. He smears my wetness over my lips and then 
presses his finger against my clit and holds it there, 
applying more pressure each moment. 


“Enough games,” he snarls. “I need to taste that wetness. 
It’s too tempting. I—I can’t stop, not with you.” 


I don’t want you to. 
He leans forward and his hot breath paints my sex. 
Even if you should. 


He licks up one of my lips, causing my eyes to slam shut as 
though I’ve just been punched in the chest. But then I force 
them open and look down at him, his seven foot form knelt 
down at the end of the bed, somehow still seeming in 
control even if he’s on one knee. His shoulders bulge 
massively in his suit jacket as he buries his face in my sex. 


“Ah,” I croak. “Oh—fuck.” 


He moves his tongue around my clit, his mouth wide open 
as he gulps on the rest of me, as though drinking my 
wetness. He sucks on my lips and I feel as if my pussy is 
going to disappear into his animal’s embrace. 


He digs his hands deeper and deeper into my flesh, pawing 
like a powerful bear, dragging me closer to him. 


I feel my legs trembling as I try to hold back a budding 
scream, not wanting to disturb Poppet and have her 
clawing at the door. 


An invasive thought stabs into me ... What if Dad comes 
home? 


But I can’t think about the risks, not now, not when Dom’s 
tongue is laying claim to my sex. My clit feels as though it’s 
shimmering, a completely new sensation, something a 
shower head or my own hand has never and could never 
give me. 


My hips buck and I have to bite down, and hard, to stop 
from howling like a wolf. 


Dom groans encouragingly as my pussy pulsates, wave after 
wave of euphoria gushing over his lips. His moans getting 
louder and more carnal the harder I come, shoving his face 
closer, consuming me, no longer content to just suck and 
lick. 


Now he’s truly eating me, his mouth opening and closing as 
I squirt onto his waiting tongue. His growling groans tell me 
he likes it, wants more, and more. 


And I don’t stop. 


I just keep going, my hips twisting, grabbing a pillow and 
burying my face in it and screaming, muffled, near-silent, 
screaming until the tendons in my neck ache and my whole 
body is washed through with orgiastic release. 


My hand slowly drops and the pillow falls from my face, the 
room filled now with my panting and Dom’s growling 
breath, like a beast. 


A beast who is only getting started. 


But no. 


He needs to know. 
Before this goes any further, I have to tell him. 


“Dom,” I whisper, sitting up, my voice sounding small 
somehow. 


“Hmm?” he growls. 


“T have to tell you something,” I whisper. “Before we do 
anything ... else, I mean. And that was amazing. Thank you. 
I mean, not thank you, not like you just let me in front of you 
in the line at Starbucks. I don’t mean it like that. Crap. I’m 
rambling...” 


He stands and reaches down, smoothing a sweaty strand of 
hair from my face. 


The gesture somehow gives me strength, confidence, and I 
tilt my head and rest my cheek against the caressing touch 
of his palm. 


I breathe shakily. 


“Tm a virgin,” I tell him. “A twenty year old virgin. How sad 
is that?” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Do 


She stands and adjusts her dress, letting it fall down around 
her ankles again. Her cheeks are gorgeously flushed and 
her hair is even messier now, giving her a look of casual 
beauty that punches me right in the gut. I can still taste her, 
the tanginess of her sex, the cream coating my lips and my 
tongue. 


When she grabbed the pillow and screamed into it, I 
thought I might come in my boxers for the first time in my 
life. There was something so wild and genuine about it, the 
way she couldn’t wait a moment longer to sing her 
pleasure. 


But of course, I’d never waste a single drop of my seed so 
carelessly. It all belongs in her hungry womb. 


She shrugs and walks over to the window, her back turned 
to me, a glorious silhouette in the sunlight. 


The dress is partly transparent and I can make out the 
outline of her ass cheeks, the fuck-me-hard ass cheeks that 
need to be spanked and nibbled and dominated. 


She’s Gabriel’s daughter. 


But as I stare at her, a revelation slams into me, unfair and 
disloyal and yet no less true. 


I don’t care whose daughter she is. 
Because she belongs to me. 


“Aren’t you going to say anything?” she murmurs. “This is 
crazy enough as it is, Dom. But if you just stand there and 
don’t say anything, I don’t know, I think IIl lose my mind or 
something.” 


“Tm glad,” I snarl. 
“What?” she says. 
“Look at me, Dallas.” 


She turns reluctantly, shame touching her cheeks as she 
bites her bottom lip. 


“T said I’m glad,” I growl, stalking across the room and 
placing my hands on her shoulders. I feel the tension 
relaxing as I squeeze harder, claiming her. Like I always 
will. “Because that means no one else has touched what I 
touched. That means no one else has ever claimed you like 
I’m going to claim you. That means your womb is free for 
me to own, to take, to make mine. Do you understand? You 
belong to me, Dallas, and I’m tired of pretending I don’t feel 
that way.” 


Her mouth falls open and she stares long moments passing. 
She seems to be searching for something in my expression. 
I can’t tell if she finds it as she spins away, huffing her way 
to the other side of the room, knocking over a box in her 
anxiety, and then leaning down to pick it up. 


Fuck, I’m a bad, bad man. 


Even now, in this moment of emotional intimacy, I can’t stop 
myself from staring at that fine, round ass. I can’t stop 
myself from imagining my manhood sliding between those 
ass Cheeks, deep inside her soaked hole, pumping until my 
seed is firing right into her greedy womb. 


“When I was seventeen,” she says, dropping down on her 
computer chair and looking at me with a new strength, 
“there was this boy. Believe it or not, his name was Chad. I 
mean, who names their son Chad? But that was his name. 
Chad the jock, and everybody wanted him. All the girls were 
falling over themselves trying to get his attention. I wish I 
could say I didn’t care. And I didn’t, not about him. But the 
respect I’d get if I was with him? Not even respect, just to 
be seen. Freaking hell, I’m supposed to be a writer. I’m not 
explaining this very well, am I? 


“The point is,” she goes on, glaring when she thinks I’m 
going to interrupt, “one day this Chad prick invites me to a 
barbecue, only when I get there there’s no barbecue. 
There’s just a dead pig in a dress with my name written 
across its corpse in blood. And a bunch of asshole jocks and 
cheerleaders laughing at me.” 


Savage vengeance floods into me. 


“Give me his surname,” I snap. “Give me his surname and 
Pll track him down and—” 


“No, he’s dead,” she sighs. “He OD’d last summer, I heard. 
This isn’t about him. The point is I’ve been tricked before. 
They were calling me a fat ugly pig and I’ve never had any 
evidence in my life that that’s not true, okay? So for you to 
say all this to me, all this crazy stuff, surely you can see it 
just seems like another cruel trick?” 


I move closer to her and kneel down, looking her in the eye 
and placing my hand on her shoulder. The way she shivers 


drives protective fury into me, as though she’s shivering out 
of fear, as though she thinks I’m just like the monster from 
her high school. 


“When I first saw you, I knew I wanted you,” I tell her. “I 
know how that sounds. Fucking hell, Dallas, I never 
expected to feel this way. I can’t explain it. Maybe if I was a 
superstitious man, I’d call it fate. I don’t know what it is. All 
I know is I can’t stop thinking about you. I want- no need - 
to put a child inside of you. That’s what my body is telling 
me, every second of every minute of every hour of every 
fucking day. And the fact that you’re a virgin and have been 
treated like crap by people who don’t deserve you anyway 
... fuck, this might sound callous, but that’s to my benefit. 
Because it means I can own you. I can claim you. You’re 
one-hundred percent mine.” 


She shakes her head slowly. “This is so crazy,” she whispers. 
“T should tell you to get the hell out of here. I should tell you 
you’re crazy and need to have your head examined, 
shouldn’t I? But the thing is, the really crazy thing is, I think 
I might feel the same.” 


I grunt huskily, moving closer to her, smoothing one hand 
up her thigh and the other down her shoulder toward her 
breast. 


“You want it too?” I growl. 


“Yes,” she whispers. “But please don’t trick me. This is just 
insane. An hour ago I was lying in bed thinking about how 
you’d never want me. And now—this. The gift. This 
closeness. What we did in that bed.” 


What we did in that bed. 


“You’re so gorgeously fucking innocent, aren’t you?” I 
smirk. 


“Hey.” She pouts. “I might be a virgin, but that doesn’t 
mean I’m little miss goodie two shoes.” 


“No?” I say, sliding my hand further and further up her leg, 
her dress bunching near the hips. I move my hand to her 
skin, feeling how hot she is, how alive, how ready. “How 
about we prove that?” 


“Don’t you feel guilty?” she asks, her voice low, as though 
part of her doesn’t want to ask the question. 


She’s talking about Gabriel. 


“Yes,” I tell her. “But I also can’t care. Because if I don’t 
claim you, IIll go insane. I need you. That’s the truth. I’m 
tired of ignoring it or trying to fight it. I haven’t even been 
able to sleep. Every time I close my eyes, I think of you.” 


“Me too,” she whispers. “God, this is just crazy.” 
“I don’t care,” I growl. “Crazy or not, it feels right.” 


I push aside her dress and move my hand to her bare pussy, 
ready to feel her luscious wetness again, her body eager 
even if her virgin mind is trying to hold her back. But her 
body knows what to do, and soon we'll be— 


Poppet’s bark tears through the moment, causing Dallas to 
spring to her feet. I jump up with her and we both walk into 
the hallway, following the noise of the dog. Something in 
Dallas’s demeanor pricks at my instincts, and I always listen 
to my instincts. 


Poppet is at the elevator, hackles up, tail up, ears pricked. 
She barks loudly at the closed metal doors, forepaws 
clawing against the floor in anticipation. 


“Does she usually bark when Gabriel returns home?” I ask. 


“No,” Dallas murmurs. “I don’t know how, but she usually 
knows it’s him.” 


She turns to me, face stricken, pulse visibly thundering in 
her throat. 


“You don’t think it’s the Irish, do you?” she asks, fear 
distorting her voice. 


Then I hear it, quiet from all the way up here but audible. 
Gunshots, down in the garage. 
Somebody’s shooting. 


And then a scream, muffled by the dozens of floors between 
us and the garage. But unmistakably a scream. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


D allas 


This has got to be a dream. 
Or a nightmare. 


One moment Dom and I are bonding. Unbelievably, 
amazingly, we’ve forged a connection that still seems to be 
coated in a layer of unreality to me. And the next Dom is 
reaching into his jacket pocket and taking out a gun, aiming 
it at the door. 


“Take Poppet to your room,” he says, his voice that of the 
mob boss, the voice of a man who expects to be obeyed 
immediately. 


But I just stand there, rooted, the unusual terror of the 
moment gripping me in its hands as Poppet barks loudly at 
the door, and Dom’s gaze whips to me, his eyebrows 
furrowed, tension making the muscled tendons on his neck 
stand up. 


“Dallas,” he snaps. “Get your dog and yourself to safety 
right fucking now. Go!” 


I snap back to life, nodding quickly, and then move to wrap 
my arms around Poppet and drag her away. But she must 
be able to sense the unease in me because the second I 
touch her, she starts loping around like a startled deer, 
trying to shrug me off so that she can protect the door. It’s 
almost like I can hear her thoughts. 


Mommy, I think you must be very confused. I’m trying to 
protect us and you seem to be getting in the way. Please be 
reasonable. 


Just as I’ve managed to get my hands around her collar, the 
elevator door opens and Dom fluidly falls into a crouch, 
protecting us with the shield of his muscled body the same 
way he did when the explosion went off. 


“Julio?” he says, the tension in him relaxing a little. But then 
it hardens again. I feel it. I sense it. “Fuck, you’ve been hit. 
Jesus Christ. Get in here.” 


I look over Dom’s shoulder to see an older man with a shock 
of gray hair, wearing a driver’s cap and a blazer. He 
clutches his belly with one hand, the blood spreading 
through the fabric and dripping to the floor. 


“B-boss,” he whispers, stumbling forward. 


Dom runs over to him, holstering his gun and catching Julio 
under his free arm. He carries him into the apartment as I 
smooth my hands down Poppet’s head, over her ears, 
whispering to her that everything is okay even if that’s a lie. 


“Gabriel gave me a key,” Julio wheezes. “I hope you don’t 
mind that I used it.” 


They’re in the living room now and their voices are getting 
quieter. Finally, Poppet begins to calm down, nuzzling her 
head against me and making soft whining noises. 


“Was it the Irish?” Dom asks. 
“Who else?” Julio wheezes. “Fucking bastards. Animals.” 


I take Poppet’s leash from the hook on the wall and secure 
it to her collar, something I rarely do. I normally prefer to 
put on her harness but I can’t risk her bolting and getting 
involved with Dom and Julio. 


My heart is racing as I walk into the living room, watching 
Dom with his suit jacket thrown over the back of a chair and 
his hands pressed into Julio’s stomach, trying to stop the 
bleeding. 


“What can I do?” I whisper. 


Dom glances at me, face tight, sweat beading his forehead. 
“Take my cellphone from my suit jacket pocket and call the 
number marked Groceries. Tell them we need extraction 
from Gabriel’s apartment. Tell them to use the helipad. My 
passcode is zero-eight-one-four-nine-zero.” 


“Okay,” I say, feeling like I’m in some sort of distorted reality 
as I walk across the room and do as he says. 


I sit down in a chair and cradle Poppet with my free hand, 
bringing the cellphone to my ear. 


It rings twice and then a neutral voice says, “ Yes?” 


I tell them everything in a rush, surprised that my voice 
comes out somewhat calm and not as terrified as I feel. My 
hands are shaking and my body is coated in layers and 
layers of sweat, so much sweat I feel like I’m drowning. 


My body is still sore and prickly from the closeness in the 
bedroom, and I can’t help but think that life is pretty 
freaking unfair, throwing this at us on the heels of what just 
happened. 


“Ten minutes, they said,” I murmur, placing the phone on 
the armrest after the call. “They said they’re bringing 
medical care, too.” 


“Good,” Dom mutters. “Get me some clean towels, please.” 


I lead Poppet into the kitchen - she comes peacefully, 
sensing that her role isn’t to bark and make mayhem - and 
return with a bunch of towels. Dom grabs them and places 
them against Julio’s stomach, kneeling down and applying 
pressure. 


“You're alright,” he says. 


Julio grins tightly, his face even sweatier than Dom’s or 
mine. It’s utterly coated. “There’s an art to cornering, 
boss,” he says in a faraway voice. “Did you know that? 
When I was interviewing for the job as your driver, I 
practiced driving around corners as smoothly as I could. 
Must’ve done the same damn corner at least a hundred 
times.” 


“Tt shows,” Dom says. “ You’re an excellent driver, Julio. Now 
just hold on, okay? If you die, I’ll be forced to hire some 
asshole who doesn’t know the art of cornering, eh?” 


Julio laughs, making a guttural noise that doesn’t sound 
good at all. 


“Alright, boss,” he wheezes. “If you say so.” 


“Pack a bag, Dallas,” Dom says, glancing at me briefly, eyes 
ablaze. 


tt Why?” 
“Because you’re coming with us.” 


“Where are we going?” 


“Somewhere safe,” he growls. “Pack a bag, not clothes. Just 
the sentimental shit you can’t leave behind. You'll be 
supplied with everything else you need.” 


“This is crazy,” I murmur. 
“Yes,” Dom says, “it is. But it’s happening. Hurry up.” 


Okay, bossy, I almost say, reverting to sassy bantering. But 
of course, the presence of a swiftly-bleeding-out Julio would 
make that more than inappropriate. 


I stand up and lead a compliant Poppet down the hallway to 
my bedroom. I grab my suitcase from under the bed and 
shove my laptop and the first-edition set into it, and then a 
few photos of me and Mom, and one early photo of all three 
of us, me and Mom and Dad, before they split up and Mom 
took me to California. I pack a few toys for Poppet and then 
stand at the door, anxiety swarming me. 


I might’ve only lived here for a few weeks - I might’ve not 
even unpacked - but this place is my home and leaving it for 
who-knows-what fills me with unease. 


The shooting has stopped from downstairs. That’s 
something. 


Then, from above, the air starts to whirl and roar like a 
hurricane is descending on the building. 


Poppet barks and leaps around as I try to get her into the 
harness. In the end, I have to grab her collar and force her 
into it, as she whimpers and whines with her tail between 
her legs. 


“It’s okay,” I whisper, stroking her behind the ears, bringing 
my face close to her ears and speaking soothingly. 
“Everything’s going to be okay. I promise.” 


Liar, a voice jabs. 


I lead her back into the living room, where Julio is now 
holding the towels to his own belly. His breathing has 
become shallow and he has an eerie smile on his face. 


“What a pretty dog,” he says, aiming the smile at Poppet. 
“What’s his name?” 


“Her name is Poppet.” 
“Poppet,” he smiles. “What a lovely name.” 
“Where’s Dom?” 


“Gone to get the paramedics,” Julio wheezes. “I hope they 
can dig this son of a bitch out.” 


“You'll be okay,” I tell him. “Surely you would have—” 
I stop myself. 


Surely would have bled out by now, that hardly seems the 
most encouraging thing to say. 


The elevator doors beep open and I turn to find Dom 
leading in four suited men, a stretcher between them. At 
the rear two paramedics, striding efficiently over to where 
Julio lies. 


I recede into the background, waiting, remembering the 
way the explosion tore through that alleyway and 
reverberated through the ground. 


Dom walks silently up beside me and smooths his hand 
down my arm, finding my hand and clutching it, clutching it 
right there in front of Julio and the men in suits, right here 
in Dad’s living room. I squeeze onto his hand, not caring 
about the blood, only the closeness, only us. 


Even if everything’s going crazy, this still feels so right. 


If Dad was here... 


But he’s not. And he’ll have to understand, he has to. 
Otherwise— 


I can’t bear to think about what will happen if he doesn’t 
approve. 


Soon Julio is on the stretcher and we’re all moving toward 
the elevator, only going up this time instead of down. I lean 
down and cradle Poppet’s face, stroking her behind the 
ears, not sure if I’m trying to comfort her or myself. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Do 


We all walk onto the roof as the sirens from the street below 
dimly reach us. The idea of fleeing from these animals 
doesn’t sit well with me, but it'd be a pointless move - a 
Patty move - to go down there and get myself riddled with 
bullets or arrested in the confusion. The best thing I can do 
is retreat and get ready. 


Get ready for war. 


The helicopter is a large military-style vehicle, big enough 
to wheel Julio on his stretcher onto the back as my backup 
stands in a huddle around it, their hands near their hips as 
though any moment the Irish could jack-in-the-box onto the 
roof. I hold Dallas’s suitcase in one bloody hand and then 
place it next to the chopper. One of the suited men silently 
picks it up and carries it onboard. 


Then I turn to Dallas, her beauty even more evident out in 
the open air, the sunlight bathing her, the wind messing 
with her hair, even more, making alluring patterns that 


even now I want to grab and guide and dominate. She 
smooths her hair from her face and smiles shakily at me. 


“Well,” she says, “this is definitely not how I thought I was 
going to be spending this afternoon. Have you called Dad 
and let him know what’s going on?” 


“T texted him,” I tell her. “He’s on his way to the same safe 
house we're going to.” 


A look passes across her eyes, her features distorting for a 
moment. 


Are we going to tell him? 
That’s the silent question in her gaze. 


I reach forward and take her hand, savoring the warmth of 
it, unable to stop myself from imagining her under me with 
that summer dress hiked up around her hips, my manhood 
driving deep inside of her, claiming every inch of her as my 
own as my seed fires into her womb, the only fucking place 
it belongs. 


Soon. 
If I don’t fuck her soon, I’ll turn full savage, full beast. 


I lead her onto the helicopter and we get Poppet strapped 
in by her harness, using the straps that are usually used for 
cargo so that she’s completely secure. Dallas checks her 
harness, making sure she’s not going to be able to wriggle 
out once the chopper takes off. And then I strap Dallas in, 
aware that even now my manhood is roaring at me, 
demanding that I slide my hands up her thick creamy thighs 
and make her squirt like the sex goddess she is. 


“T’ve never been in a helicopter before,” she says, shivering 
Slightly. “I hope I don’t, you know, freak out.” 


“You won't,” I tell her. “You’re strong, Dallas. I saw how you 
reacted when those bastards tried to kill us with that bomb. 
You’re made of tough stuff. Don’t ever forget that.” 


“You’ve got a lot of faith in me,” she murmurs. 
The undertone is clear. 
A lot of faith in me considering we only just met. 


But we both know that’s bullshit because it doesn’t feel like 
we just met at all. 


It feels like everything I’ve ever done has led me to her, as 
though my life has been a waiting game and now the wait’s 
finally over. 


Soon the chopper blades start cutting the air and Dallas 
makes a soft sighing noise, a sound that hits me right in my 
core, that even now - with Julio being attended to mere feet 
away on the stretcher - makes me want to claim her, every 
fucking inch. 


As the helicopter rises into the air, Dallas whimpers but 
Poppet grins and lets her tongue hang from her mouth. She 
looks at Dallas, head tilted, as though wondering why her 
owner is making such a fuss about this. 


“Good girl,” Dallas says through clenched teeth. She laughs 
shakily. “I mean, hell, she’s always been braver than me.” 


I squeeze onto her thigh, trying to keep it a supportive 
gesture, trying to stop the desire from flaming unstoppably 
inside of me. 


But that’s the thing with unstoppable desire. 
It can’t be fucking stopped. 


“War,” Gabriel growls later. 


We're sitting in the office of the safe house, located dozens 
of miles outside of the city in the countryside. The estate is 
fortified with fifteen-feet-high walls and towers posted on 
all corners, complete with searchlights and armed guards. 
The only way in is through the front gate, which is made of 
thick explosive-resistant steel and guarded at all times. The 
land around the estate is flat, unbroken countryside, giving 
us superior visibility from all sides. We have several cars 
and two helicopters for transport in and out of the city. 


We're safe here. 

She’s safe here. 

My queen. 

My consigliere’s daughter. 

This is a fucking mess. 

But she’s mine now and nothing’s going to change that. 


But when we climbed from the helicopter, Dallas took me to 
one side and placed her hand on my arm. I could feel the 
sultriness of her palm through my shirt, my hunger for her 
rising to a deafening howl inside of me. 


“Can we not tell him, not yet?” she’d whispered. “I know, it’s 
not good ... sneaking around. And I’ll understand if you 
want to cut this off—” 


“Never,” I growled, wrapping my arm around her and 
pulling her close to me, smashing her body against mine. 
“Don’t you understand? I couldn’t stop this if I wanted to. 
And I don’t want to. I never will. You’re mine now. Forever.” 


“I know,” she’d said quietly, her frantic breathing telling me 
everything I needed to know about how badly she wanted 


it, too. “But everything is just spinning out of control and I 
don’t know if telling Dad right now is the best idea.” 


I’d reluctantly agreed, only because I could see the reason 
in what she said. Gabriel has been my most trusted man 
since I joined the mob, back when I was a teenager and he 
was just a kid. The last thing I wanted right now was to 
throw something like this at him. 


Or is that just an excuse? 
I don’t know. 


All I know for certain is that the Irish can’t get away with 
this and Dallas is the only woman I’ve ever felt this way 
about. Everything else is up in the goddamn air. 


“Skip?” Gabriel says, tugging me back to the present. 


I sigh, looking over the balcony at the well-tended garden, 
maintained all year round even if we only use this safe 
house once or twice a year for large gatherings. The lawn 
stretches to a large stone fountain, cherubs spraying water 
in the air from their mouths, and on all sides, trees and 
flowers cast hazy shadows in the setting sun. Poppet lopes 
up and down the garden, frantically sniffing the flowers, 
snow-white tail stuck straight in the air. 


“You're right,” I tell him. “It’s war now, my friend.” 


Gabriel nods grimly. “Hitting us in Downtown is one thing. 
But killing two guards at my fucking apartment building? 
That’s crossing the line.” 


“Tt is,” I sigh, massaging my forehead. “I want you to lead a 
party into the city and capture two members of the Irish. I 
want you to bring them to me—alive.” 


“Alive?” Gabriel murmurs, a dark note in his voice. “Are you 
sure about that?” 


“Listen,” I growl, leaning forward, laying my trembling fists 
on the table. “Don’t you think I want to charge into the city 
and paint the fucking streets in their blood? Don’t you think 
I want to wring as many necks as I can get my hands on? 
But we can’t be like the Irish, Gabriel.” 


“Oh, what?” he rages, slamming his hand down on the 
table. “Are you going to tell me we’re better than that?” 


“No,” I sigh grimly. “This isn’t some moralistic bullshit. It’s 
practical. The second we show ourselves to be like them, we 
can no longer count on the Chief of Police to back us, and 
without her, we lose our dominance over the city. Or we 
have to take it back with blood ... which brings its own 
problems. We need to be smart about this.” 


“And what about Patty?” Gabriel snarls. “Are we just going 
to let him get away with this?” 


“No,” I say, turning back to watch as Poppet throws herself 
in the air to try and snap up a dragonfly. “If I have to, I’ll put 
that bastard in the fucking ground myself.” 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


D allas 


“Okay, so I know you’re going to call me a hippy,” Mom says, 
her voice sounding giddy on my voicemail. “But Cillian and I 
have decided to do a technology detox. So if you don’t hear 
from me for the next ten days, that’s why. Please try not to 
worry. We’re going to go to a cabin in the woods and eat 
strawberries off each other’s—well, no, it’s not all about the 
sex, Cillian, I know that. Hey! You better be careful or you 
wont be getting anything, strawberries, or no 
strawberries.” 


I sit cross-legged on my silk sheets, the morning sun 
shafting through the window. Yesterday has already taken 
on a gloss on unreality as I sit here, the first edition set on 
the bed before me. My bedroom is absurdly large, more like 
a queen’s chamber, with its four poster bed and separate 
lounge area, an ensuite with silver shower heads and 
heated floors. 


I run my hands over the walnut case, a physical reminder 
that yesterday was real, it happened. 


I remember the kiss and the way it felt to have Dom’s 
mouth between my legs, consuming me, pleasing me, 
tantalizing me. 


A shiver of pleasure moves through my body at the thought 
and I’m glad Poppet is here, curled up next to me, stopping 
me from attacking my body with pleasure-minded hands. 


I raise my head at the knock at the door. I expect it to be 
Dad again, checking up on me like he has three times this 
morning already. 


“T know this isn’t what you wanted when you came to visit 
me,” he said, the last time, eyes downcast, picking at the 
edge of the dresser with his fingernail. His suit seemed 
baggier, as though these events were draining him. “But I 
promise we’ll keep you safe, okay? We’d never let anything 
happen to you.” 


We being Dom and Dad because Dad considers his friend 
just that, a friend with a friend-of-the-family interest in 
keeping me safe, nothing more. 


“Yes?” I call. 
The door opens and my breath catches. 


Dom steps in, the first time I’ve seen him since yesterday. 
He stands there in his steel suit, looming in the doorway, 
and all of a sudden the idea that this man and I could be 
anything other than acquaintances strikes me as absurd. 


“I wanted to let you know Julio is improving,” he says, 
striding over to the bed and leaning down to give Poppet a 
tickle behind the ear. “And—well, fuck, Dallas, I had to see 
you. I feel like the biggest piece of shit in the world for 
sneaking around behind your father’s back. But I can’t not 
see you. You’re my drug.” 


I stand up, the air seeming somehow more potent, pricking 
my bare arms and legs. I’m in one of the silk bathrobes that 
was waiting for me when I came to claim this room ... and 
only my underwear underneath. I feel my nipples pricking 
my bra, my body getting hot. 


“T know the feeling,” I breathe, moving closer to him. 


His jaws tighten as his firm eyes roam over me. He’s shaved 
again, his face handsome, strong. His eyes bite into me, 
brimming with possibilities. 


“I promised myself we wouldn’t do anything until we’d told 
your father,” he growls, moving closer, inch by inch, until 
the heat between us is like a wildfire. It can’t be stopped. 
“But looking at you, standing there, like a gift wrapped up 
for me, it feels impossible.” 


Do it, a daring voice hisses in my mind. Don’t be afraid 
anymore. He wants you. Start believing him. 


I press my hand against his chest, feeling his firm muscles 
and his heartbeat beneath. 


“Your heart is going crazy,” I whisper. 


“Tt’s you,” he snarls. “Fuck, Dallas. Get in the bathroom. 
Now. Just get in there before I come to my senses.” 


“Why the bathroom?” 


“Because Poppet looks too comfy on the bed and I don’t 
want to disturb her.” 


A thrill catapults through me, banishing indecision, 
banishing guilt. 


Its true—Dad would be furious if he knew what we were 
doing. 


But by the way Dom’s acting I assume Dad has already left 
for the city. And even if he hasn’t, something else has taken 
over here, an atavistic urge that neither of us can deny. 


My womb is screaming inside of me. 
Do it, do it, do it. 
I turn to the bed and reach over to Poppet. 


“Good girl,” I whisper. “That’s it. Dream your doggie 
dreams. Good girl.” 


I creep over to the bathroom and feel Dom right behind me, 
his presence both comforting and dangerous. Nerves try to 
shatter this moment and tell me I’m not worthy, I’m ugly, 
I’m the girl who jocks lure into the middle of nowhere and 
play hideous tricks on. 


But the moment the bathroom door closes and locks behind 
us, Dom surges forward. He lays his body against my back 
and wraps his arms around me, pulling me close to him as 
his hands slide under the folds of the bathrobe and smooth 
over my belly down toward my sex. 


“Fuck,” he snarls. “Your body is burning up. It’s your womb, 
Dallas. Your womb needs this. Your womb is a greedy little 
virgin. Just like you. My horny little virgin. I need to be 
inside of you. I’ve tasted you. Now I need to feel you. I want 
to be strong. But I can’t. Not with you.” 


I arch my back and grind my ass against his groin, even as 
anxiety tries to steal the confidence required for such a 
gesture. I feel his manhood through the fabric of our 
clothes, pressing against my ass cheeks. Lust pricks every 
part of me. My mouth is suddenly dry, as though my womb’s 
telling me I need to get it wet, wet with his come, his saliva, 
with him. 


“Are you sure you're a virgin?” he growls, a note of approval 
in his voice. “Because when you move like that, you drive 
me crazy.” 


“You like it?” I whisper. 


“That’s a fucking understatement,” he snarls, smoothing his 
hands up my thighs and onto my ass cheeks. 


I sense we’re about to sink into the deeper carnality - it, the 
moment I finally become a woman - when the sound of 
Dom’s cellphone cuts through the moment. 


I feel him pause behind me. A weight seems to come over 
him and he sighs. 


“Fuck,” he snaps. 


“What is it?” I whisper, part of me terrified that this will get 
cut short... 


And another part of me, the scared part, the jock-fodder 
part, fills with annoying and unwelcome relief. Because if 
we’re being interrupted that means I don’t have to face the 
stark reality that I’m simply not the sort of woman 
Domenico has most likely chosen in the past. 


Sure—he’s claiming me. 
Sure, he wants me, and I do want him. 


But that doesn’t change our history, and mine is a big fat 
goose egg as far as sexual partners are concerned and his 
is difficult for me to even imagine. All I know is that a man 
like Domenico DeLuca has probably had legions of women 
throwing themselves at his feet for decades. 


Take me. Do whatever you want with me, mafia king. 


“What is it?” I whisper. 


“Business,” he growls. “It’s always business. I’d ignore it, 
Dallas. The idea of stopping this now makes me want to 
punch a hole in the wall. But I want to give you the 
attention you deserve and I don’t know if I can right now.” 


His phone continues to ring, echoing in the bathroom. 


And then from in the bedroom Poppet yaps, disturbed by 
the noise. I imagine her saying, Mommy, what’s going on in 
there? All the moaning and the groaning, well, that was one 
thing, but this ringing really is getting out of hand now. 


“And we are at war.” 


“Take it,” I urge him, letting out an indecisive breath as I 
break our contact and turn to face him. 


His expression is taut, and his jaw quivers as his eyes drink 
me in. His manhood is a solid pole in his pants, proclaiming 
his desire. He bites down hard and stares at me, trying to 
hold himself back, a predator in its bindings ready to 
unleash and cast aside everything that’s holding him back. 


But he’s at war and he needs to answer the phone... and 
no, it has absolutely nothing to do with the nerves gnawing 
incessantly at the edge of my resolve. 


With the sassiest smile I can manage, I slide my hand into 
his suit jacket pocket and take out his cellphone. I intend to 
answer it with one casual swipe of my thumb, but my 
movement pauses when I see the name on the screen. 


Gabriel S. 
“Its Dad,” I murmur. 


Dom’s eyes flicker for a moment. The unsaid thing hanging 
between us rears its head, but then Dom nods shortly, as 
though silently agreeing to put it aside for now. 


I answer with the same nod. 
Let’s live in the dark together. 


“Let’s have dinner soon,” Dom growls, taking the phone and 
clutching it, his hand shaking as though he knows how 
badly everything will explode when Dad finally founds out. 


“Yes,” I whisper. “I want that. And I know you want to tell 
him ... about everything. Soon, okay? Just give me a little 
time.” 


He leans forward and kisses my forehead softly, the contact 
awakening the lust his touch erupts. I feel it all, my body 
wrapped in a blanket of desire. 


I have to take a step back because I can feel his body 
trembling against mine, his desire flaming, and if I don’t 
he’ll miss his call. 


And he can’t do that. 
Maybe Dad needs help. 
We're at war. 

This is so crazy. 


“Gabriel,” Dom says, answering the phone. “What is it?” 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


Do 


“Tve got two of these bastards ready for snatching,” Gabriel 
says. 


I glance at Dallas, tension running through my body as I 
study her in the bathrobe. The way the silk dapples her 
curves is like light, the fabric so airy, tempting me to forget 
about my Family - my men - and cast responsibility aside. 


The urge to grab her and tear that gown off her body like 
gift wrap is almost deafening, a rushing roar inside my head 
that tells me now, right fucking now. 


I need to claim her. I need to taste her again, but never stop 
drinking this time. I need to make her soaked and tight 
around my massive throbbing cock, feeling the way her lips 
quiver, messages from her womb that she’s desperate for 
this. 


Her body needs to take my seed, to plant it, and let it 
flourish into our offspring. 


Perhaps she senses this savage intensity inside of me 
because she brushes by me and leaves the ensuite. I hear 
her baby-talking to Poppet, calming her barking episode, 
and can’t help but think about what an incredible mother 
she will be. 


“Where?” I say, strolling over to the mirror and glancing 
idly at myself. 


A seven foot starving man stares back at me. Not 
emaciated, not bone-thin, but in his eyes, he’s starving, 
every instinct in him - me, my animal-alert reflection - 
primed to charge into the bedroom and bend her over the 
bed. 


Spank her ass. Throw her onto the bed and make her suck 
my fingers as I suck her nipples, suck them hard until 
they’re hard, and almost frothing with their milky release. 


I push the thoughts down, willing myself to focus. 


“We're at the docks. I’ve got Giovanni and a few others with 
me. We watched three of them go in and now two are 
coming in and out, carrying shit into a truck. Maybe the 
other’s working a shift there. I don’t know. But I reckon we 
can grab these two while they’re loading. I just need your 
go ahead.” 


“Alive, Gabriel,” I say firmly. 
He huffs and I can almost hear him rolling his eyes. 
“Alive,” I snap again. “I don’t want to tell you a third time.” 


“I know, Skip. Alive. I’ve got faith you know what you’re 
doing—” 


“I’m so fucking flattered,” I say, deadpan. 


Gabriel laughs darkly. “But there’s still a part of me that 
wants to roll up and do these motherfuckers like they did 
Dante and Jimmy.” 


Dante and Jimmy, the guards the Irish killed when they 
rolled up to Gabriel’s apartment building. It’s their funerals 
tomorrow, solemn affairs, and yet another reason for the 
men to want to resort to bloody street violence. 


“T know,” I sigh, laying my fist on the marble sink surface. I 
grind my knuckles solidly and grit my teeth. “But they are 
part of a larger plan, a way to draw Patty out without 
setting the whole damn city on fire. Do this clean. Not a 
single bullet fired.” 


Gabriel sighs. “You got it, Dom. You fucking got it.” 
“Call me as soon as it’s done.” 


He hangs up and I move into the bedroom. Dallas is no 
longer there. I follow her scent out of the bedroom door 
and down the hallway. I feel like a wolf as I follow her 
perfume and her just-her scent, like a vampire, my nose 
hyper-tuned to the release of her take-me endorphins. 


I can just hear her in the garden, and join her outside, 
Poppet running laps up and down the flowerbeds. The sun 
blazes down and I see she’s changed into some sweatpants 
and a baggy T-shirt, none of which can hide the 
deliciousness of her body beneath. 


I stand beside her in the shadow of the house, both of us 
watching as Poppet leaps and frolics, lost in her own 
excitable world. 


“The fourteenth of August, nineteen ninety,’ Dallas 
murmurs, reading the plaque on the bench nearby. 


My blood turns cold for a moment and suddenly the sun 
doesn’t seem warm, but icy, as cold as a frozen-over hell. 
Memories stab at me and I remember the blood under my 
fingernails. I remember the mayhem in my mind and the 
animal calm that came over me as I stood there, listening to 
the sounds of the sirens and the city and the rush of 
violence in my own ears. 


“Its the date my parents were murdered in front of me,” I 
say softly. 


The passcode for my phone. A silly bit of sentimentality. 


I feel a weight dropping from my body, as though I’ve been 
wearing a metal vest all these years and now it’s finally 
dropping to the ground. 


Dallas turns to me, her eyes going wide for a moment. 


Then she drifts over and stands closer, as though unsure of 
what to do. 


But I’ll never be unsure with her. 


I grab her and hug her to my body, feeling the heat of her 
through the Tshirt, her skin blazing, her emotions fanning 
her. 


“T didn’t know that,” she says quietly. 


“T never talk about it.” I shrug. “It was the Italian mob. The 
Italian mob before I took over, that is. It was different back 
then. They ran the Family like fucking animals. My dad 
owed some gambling money and so two heavies came to try 
and shake it out of him. My old man wouldn't be 
intimidated. He thought he was tough. The problem people 
have, Dallas, when they think they’re tough but they’re not 


“You saw it?” she whispers, dread in her voice. 


“I was watching through my bedroom door,” I murmur, 
conscious that a wolfish savagery has entered my voice, as 
though a piece of the wild is howling within me. “My dad 
lifted his gun to try and shoot. The heavies got their first. 
My poor mom threw herself at them and the heavies killed 
her too. And then I...” 


I pause, bring my face closer to hers, and kiss her softly. I 
taste her, all of her. I taste her nerves, her budding 
confidence, and her talent. I taste her desire to succeed and 
her body’s will to give me a family. I taste her support, the 
emotional connection flaming between us. I taste it all on 
her soft lips and then I break off the kiss, letting out a shaky 
sigh. 


It’s like I’m back there. It’s like I’m living it again. 


“And then I ran out there and I grabbed Dad’s gun and I 
shot them both. One of them lived and recovered, only to be 
killed a few months later in another altercation. The other 
one died. I later learned he was a rapist and all manner of 
other vile fucking things. But it doesn’t change the fact that 
I killed a man when I was twelve.” 


I expect her to recoil from me, here at this unlikeliest of 
scenes, confessing murder as the sun blazes down and 
Poppet splashes around in the fountain. 


But instead, she looks firmly at me. I see the confident glint 
of motherhood in her eyes, the lioness waiting to be 
released. 


People would be mistaken to think that my Dallas is all 
nerves and timidity. 


She’s anything but. 
And the best part is, she’s all fucking mine. 


“He killed your parents,” she whispers, taking my face in 
her hands, her fingers brushing through my hair as she 
holds my gaze. “And you turned the Mafia into something 
different, something more civilized if that makes sense. I... 
Once, when I was like fifteen, I got into a phase of 
researching mafia-related crime statistics. And the jump 
was obvious, Dom. When you took over, things became 
more peaceful.” 


I smirk a little, brushing my hand up her neck, tracking the 
way it makes her shiver and smile for me. “Why were you 
doing that?” I ask. 


“Because I wanted to see what Dad was involved with, I 
guess,” she murmurs. 


When he finds out... 
It’s selfish of me, but I shove that thought away. 


Even if we’re relatively out in the open right now, no 
member of staff and none of the men would ever say a word 
about seeing me and Dallas together. But that presents its 
own problems, like the idea that we’re hiding in plain sight. 


Mocking him. 
But we aren’t. I never would. 
But then, what the fuck are we doing? 


“T need to take you on a date,” I whisper, voice carnal. 
“Perhaps this is a mess. Fine. But you deserve to be wined 
and dined like the queen you are. And then treated like the 
sexy goddess you are afterward, too. I want to forget about 
the world for one night, Dallas.” 


She hugs close to me. I can feel her nipples pebbling 
through her T-shirt as I slide my hand down her body to her 


hip. I grab onto her side, away from her ass cheek lest I lose 
control and maul her out here in the garden. 


“Why are you suddenly so romantic, hmm?” she asks. 


I bare my teeth, predator-like, in the closest thing I have to 
a smile and not a smirk. 


Maybe she can teach me one day. 


“Because I’ve never told anyone about my parents before. 
Gabriel knows the details, but only from the other men. I’ve 
never talked about it. It’s just a myth that surrounds me. 
Perhaps some of the men think it’s just a story. I thought it 
might scare you away.” 


“Listen,” she says, a glimmer of seriousness in her 
expression. “Would I have put ‘Killed a man’ on my 
requirements on a dating website? No, I guess not. But 
there’s a connection between us that goes, hell, Dom, it 
feels like it goes really deep. It feels like I’ve been waiting 
my whole life to feel something like this. I don’t want to 
sound clingy, or like one of those girls—” 


“You never have to explain yourself with me,” I growl, 
giving her side a supportive squeeze that has my manhood 
solid as stone. 


“But knowing that you feel comfortable being honest with 
me, well, it makes me feel closer to you. And if someone 
ever tried to hurt somebody I cared about, I’d like to think 
I’d try to defend them too.” 


“But I didn’t,” I whisper. “I only reacted afterward. I froze. 
And that’s the day I learned never to hesitate, to always 
trust my instincts. Right now my instincts are telling me to 
book us a five-star hotel suite out of the city. Because 
otherwise, I might end up losing control and taking you 
bareback and hard right here in the garden.” 


The lust thrums through us both. 


But then, for the second time today, Gabriel’s phone call 
interrupts us. The absurd thought that he’s doing it on 
purpose occurs to me, as though he knows what’s going on 
between his daughter and me. 


“Yes?” I say, forcing myself to take a step back from Dallas. 


She blows me a kiss and then walks barefoot onto the lawn, 
toward the fountain where Poppet is leaping lithely around, 
water spraying into the air and glistening like little pebbles 
of frozen gold in the sunlight. 


“We got them,” Gabriel says. “It was clean. What’d you 
want us to do with them?” 


“Take them to the warehouse out of town,” I tell him. “You 
know the one.” 


“Yeah, I do. And you?” 


“TIl fly a chopper over and join you. It’s time we showed 
Patty what happens when he crosses us.” 


“What are we going to do, Skip?” Gabriel asks. 
“Kill them,” I snarl. “Gabriel, I’m going to fucking kill them.” 


Just like I knew it would, it gives Gabriel pause. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


D allas 


I stand at the end of the garden feeling faintly ridiculous, as 
though I’m living inside a Victorian novel and I’m about to 
have a téte-a-téte. 


I stand on the stone pathway with the world painted black, 
under the statue of the flying harpist just as Domenico 
instructed me to. 


It all came in the form of a letter sealed in a velvet box, the 
precise details on what time I should bring myself here, the 
dog sitter who would care for Poppet, and who has won 
awards for her dog-sitting. 


That was the hardest part about getting ready tonight, 
being apart from Poppet. I haven’t spent a moment away 
from her since the bomb, and I was nervous she’d be 
skittish and needy. 


But when the dog sitter arrived, she calmed and even 
seemed to be nosing at me to go meet Domenico. 


Come on, silly, she seemed to be chastising. Maybe things 
are complicated and maybe you're shy but that’s the man of 
your dreams out there waiting for you. 


I smile now, hugging my arms around myself, wearing the 
dress that Domenico selected for me. I knew that if I told 
him I wanted to choose my own clothes, of course, he 
wouldn’t have any concerns with that, but I wanted to wear 
what he chose. 


I wanted - want, need - to please him. 


Dad still doesn’t know, hence the secrecy, secrecy Dom 
wants to end. 


Let’s just tell him. 


I asked for a little more time, my anxiety flurrying every 
time I think about the inevitable showdown. 


Mom will freak because it’s Domenico DeLuca, the criminal, 
and no daughter of hers is going to be attached to a 
criminal, no matter how wealthy he is, no matter how the 
daughter feels about him. 


And Dad will freak because Dom is the man who swept him 
up off the streets and made something of him. 


Dad’s never talked explicitly about his work in the mob. But 
over the years I’ve gotten good at asking veiled questions. 


“Is work going okay, Dad?” I’ll ask, innocently, and Dad will 
answer as though he works in a security firm or something 
—culling the details, speaking in generalities. 


“Dom saved my life,” he said one summer barbecue, just me 
and him and Poppet on his balcony, smoke waving in the hot 
air. “Without him, I would’ve ended up in prison or worse. 
He showed me the right path. He taught me right and 
wrong. We’re both orphans, you know that? You don’t want 


to ask him how his parents went, but you know full well how 
your grandparents died.” 


My grandmother to cancer and my grandfather in a car 
accident. 


And I know how his parents went. He told me. And I don’t 
judge him for what he did. 


I rub my arms against the cold in the air, not a lot, but 
enough to make goosebumps rise on my flesh. I know that 
Dad isn’t staying at the estate tonight, so there’s no chance 
of him catching me out here, but even so, I feel a shiver 
move through me, as though I’m doing something illicit. 


I don’t judge Dom, as maybe I should. Maybe I should ride a 
wave of righteousness and tell him that murder is wrong. 
That I don’t care how old he was. That I don’t care what the 
conditions were, or that the men he killed would probably 
go on to do so much worse. 


But I can’t. 


When I look at Dom, at his silver peppered hair and the 
hungry young wolf in his experienced eyes, I see a man who 
would look like a freaking magazine cover standing next to 
a fireplace with his family gathered all around him. 


The Perfect Husband, the title would read, with his sweater 
outlining his goliath’s build. 


He’s not cruel for the sake of it, he doesn’t kill aimlessly, for 
pleasure, only when he has to, to defend his family. Is there 
something wrong with me that I’m okay with that? 


The perfect husband, a voice mutters drolly in my head. 
Don’t get ahead of yourself. 


And then there’d be me, standing next to him... 


Do I fit? 


I feel myself being led down Insecurity Alley when the air 
starts to whisper from high in the star-laced sky. I look up, 
laughing at myself a little as I stare into the stars. 


Hearing things? 
Maybe I’m letting the darkness spook me. 


But then the whisper gets louder and I follow its noise, 
spotting a shifting shadow-dragon fluttering across the sky 
from far away. The skyline out here, so far away from the 
city, is like a screensaver. I can track the dragon as it flaps 
its wings and gets closer and much, much louder... 


And of course, it’s a freaking helicopter, turned into a 
silhouette in the dark, my writer’s mind taking over once 
again. 


Too much fantasy. 


It lands in the field across from me, blowing against me, the 
grass becoming flat all around it. I laugh and wait for the 
propellers to stop, cheeks blazing red and excitement 
pumping vitally through me. 


I feel alive like I can’t remember feeling, like a character in 
an adventure book. It’s like everything that happens to 
other people and never me is finally happening now, right 
here. 


This is my moment. 


All of this rushes around my head as I wait for the pilot to 
jump out and let Dom out. Or for the back door to open by 
some mechanism and for Dom to come out. But the 
helicopter just sits there. 


A nasty thought whispers in my head that this is a mafia 
chopper, come here to take me, and everything Dom has 
told me has been lies... 


But then the pilot’s door opens and Dom steps out in a 
moonlight-colored suit, his hair mussed a little from the 
pilot’s headset. He walks with his characteristic confidence 
across the field, his smirk jagged in the night dark. 


“What are you waiting for, Dallas?” 


“You never mentioned you could fly a helicopter, Iceman,” I 
laugh, letting the moment sweep me up as I step forward 
and playfully slap his chest. 


“Still the Firecracker, I see,” he growls, catching my wrist 
and closing the space between us in a blink. 


He’s so fast for such a huge, powerful man. He’s more fit 
than most men - boys - my age, that’s for damn sure. 


“Now, are you going to get your perfect ass in there, or am I 
gonna have to spank you right here? Hmm?” 


A thrill rushes through me as I move toward the helicopter, 
feeling his eyes tracking me in the shadows, feeling like his 
prey, sought, wanted. 


And I fucking love it. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


Do 


The tower restaurant is rustic but of the highest quality. 


I made sure of that before flying the helicopter over to the 
warehouse, where I’d met Gabriel and the two Irish men 
he’d kidnapped. The business there has left a tinge of acid 
in my mouth, making me think of the old days when the 
streets were to be won with blood and bullets alone. 


We sit atop a spire in a one-room dining area, the lights lit a 
mood-setting yellow and the entirety of the countryside 
town spread out before us. Their lights litter the rolling 
terrain. 


Dallas sits opposite me, a lustful picture of womanhood 
made heaven. Her dark dress looks as good on her as I 
knew it would, the fabric hugging onto her breasts, her 
luscious blonde hair cascading and tempting. She turns to 
the countryside and then looks across the flickering 
candlelight at me. 


“What the hell is this place doing out here again?” 


“T built it,” I tell her. 
“What? Why?” 


“For you,” I growl. “I built it. For you. It’s one day old. Well, 
not even a day, if you want to be pedantic about it.” 


Her mouth drops open beautifully. “You’re kidding, right?” 


“Don’t you like it?” I grin, like a wolf, and I try to push that 
business at the warehouse from my mind. 


I’ve done it, Patty. I’ve killed two of your fucking men. You'll 
have to face me now, man to man. 


The Chief of Police discretely had a dossier of Patty’s crimes 
sent to me earlier today. Looking through those files made 
the blood in my veins freeze with murderous ice. Nothing is 
off-limits for Patty, and it makes me sick to think of him 
somehow getting to Poppet one day, knowing how 
unscrupulous he is with the lives of animals. 


And people. Children. He deserves to die. 


Of all the business I handled today, having an ultra-modern 
construction company come out here and erect this spire - 
the local government paid off by the Family - has been the 
easiest. And the most satisfying. 


“Tt only cost a billion dollars,” I say, smirking. 
“A billion... now you are joking.” 

I laugh darkly. 

“How much, then?” she persists. 

“A gentleman never tells.” 


“Then you better stop being a gentleman, ASAP” she goads. 


I raise my hands as though in defeat. “I wanted us to feel as 
alone as possible, that’s the truth. Nothing would’ve been 
too much for that. I’ve had ... business, to attend to today. 
And I knew that sitting on top of the world with you would 
make it all perfect. So I paid more than some people make 
in a lifetime to make it happen. Fucking sue me.” 


She laughs, shaking her head in disbelief. “This is all so 
crazy to me. Mom and me, we're lucky if we had got a 
working washer some nights, you know?” 


“You deserve the best,” I growl with passion. “And you'll get 
it.” 


The waiter comes to take our order. I notice Dallas biting 
her lip as she orders a starter of garlic mushrooms, and 
then again when she orders the steak—at my insistence. 


“You deserve to dine on the food you want,” I tell her 
passionately. 


“But... well, let’s just be honest about it. Upfront.” 


I stare at her, my mind so scattered by thoughts of the 
Irishmen I can’t focus on what she means. Plus I’m 
mesmerized by the sight of her, always, ten times brighter 
than the starry countryside yawning all around us. 


“What?” I ask. 


“Tm not exactly a runway model, am I? And I was thinking 
about that. I’ll understand—if you don’t find me as 
attractive, I mean. I... Jesus, this is coming out all wrong. I 
sound way needier then I meant to. And now I’m ranting, 
well and truly ranting, so this is great... Hey, why the heck 
are you laughing?” 


It’s true. 


I laugh huskily the more she talks, just watching her, how 
cute and endearing she looks, the emotion brimming in her 
eyes. 


“I’m laughing because you are fucking perfect the way you 
are,” I tell her. “And the idea that you’d think you’re not is 
ridiculous. I don’t want models or society girls or anyone 
else. I want you, my smart-as-hell curvy childbearing sexy 
virgin writer queen. That’s who I want. And who TIl always 
want.” 


She’s staring at me, eyes wide, overflowing with emotion. I 
move toward her because being closer to her is better than 
thinking about where this city could be going, the pain, the 
death, if I don’t stop it, stop him. 


She saves me from all of that. At least for the night. 


I take her hand and she whimpers softly. Desire floods 
through me, not just sexual desire but the need to be with 
her, all of her. To put a child in her belly and watch as her 
ambition explodes, and she wins awards, and she teaches 
our children her incredible talent for imagination. 


“You belong to me. I’m not talking in any fucking poetic 
sense here. I mean I own you, Dallas. Your eyes, your ass, 
your sassiness, your fucking curves, and your breasts, 
everything about you might as well have my name stamped 
on it. Because you’re mine. I could bend you over right here 
and grind my cock between those luscious round ass cheeks 
and write my name on your glorious breasts with the 
precome from how horny you make me.” 


She shivers visibly and I have to clear my throat. 


“T wasn’t planning on saying that,” I admit, letting out a 
shaky sigh. 


Soon. 


The hotel room. 


Then that body is mine, once and for all. Licking, biting, 
spanking, fucking, pommeling her tight juicy pink pussy 
with my cock. Slamming my whole strength into it, properly 
pounding my seed into her, lightly slapping her tits so that 
her nipples turn pink and then flipping her over, feeling her 
ass Cheeks shake with each thrust, that fucking gorgeous 
creamy way it'll shake for me. And then I finally come 
inside of her wet tight cunt, feeling her quiver for me with 
each thrust, and I'll know I’ve put a baby in her made-for- 
giving-birth virgin body. 


“T need to calm down,” I admit with a growl, sitting back. 
“Otherwise I might take you right here.” 


Her cheeks bloom red and she glances at the windows, 
where we can partially see our reflections. She focuses on 
hers for a moment and then bites her lip. 


“What if I can’t... it’s stupid.” 
“What?” I ask. 


But then the waiter brings our drinks and we share a secret 
look as we say our thank you’s. She sips on her soda and I 
take a small sip of my whiskey and coke, but just enough to 
send a minor flurry of warmth through me ... nothing 
compared to the inferno she produces. 


“What?” I ask again when we’re alone in our private 
floating haven. 


“What if I can’t live up to your expectations?” she murmurs, 
placing her glass down. 


“You will,” I snarl. “Because it’s not a performance. I’m not 
expecting you to do anything for me. I just want you to 
follow your instincts. That’s what we are, Firecracker, we’re 


creatures of extinct. I saw you and knew you were mine on 
sight. I didn’t think. And neither did I think when that 
fucking bomb went off. And we won’t think when we’re both 
naked, hot as devils, ready to finally get our release with 
each other. Just feel.” 


I pause, smirking like a cocky bastard. 


“Or Ill just bend you over and fuck you hard from behind, 
and all you’ll have to do is spread your legs and cream all 
over my cock for me.” 


“Did I—last time?” 
“Say it,” I growl, watching her. 
Her eyes flicker to the door. 


“We're alone,” I snarl. “If I thought anybody else could hear 
you talking like this, we wouldn’t be here. This is just for 
me.” 


“Did I cream last time?” she asks, all in a rush, as though it 
takes a lot for her to get out the words. 


“Yes,” I growl, my manhood so hard now it feels like it might 
just snap off. It’s fucking wood, it’s so hard, it just won’t go 
down, not with her expression so innocent and her tits 
made to be grabbed and oiled and fucked. 


“T tasted it. You were squirting in my mouth. Your pussy was 
hungry for me.” 


She shivers. Her cheeks get redder. It’s her womb making 
her excited, getting that body ready. 


“And you liked that?” 
“Yes, yes I did. Very much.” 


“Okay, then,” she says, with a little cock of her head. “TIl try 
and cream for you, Iceman. But I think I might have to 
change your nickname. You don’t seem very icy anymore.” 


You’ve melted me. That’s why. 


“Ah, the starters,” I murmur when the door opens and the 
waiter appears with two silver trays. “Good, let’s get this 
dinner started.” 


The sooner we finish, the sooner I can get you to the hotel 
room. 


And then I won’t have to think about the Irish and the video 
Patty’s going to receive very soon, a video that shows me 
shooting two of his men dead, their bodies falling lifeless to 
the ground. A video that proves to the world that Domenico 
DeLuca is just what they say I am, a stone cold killer. 


Don’t think about that. Think about her. 


Dallas is all that matters. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


D allas 


I feel like I’m in a fairytale as I clutch onto Dom’s arm and 
we walk up the red-carpeted hallway. The double doors are 
carved of oak and inlaid with forest patterns, and the 
handles are golden and wink under the light of the 
chandeliers. Dom opens the doors onto a wide living room 
with three regal-looking couches and another glistening 
chandelier. 


“Yes, it’s beautiful,” he growls, watching me. “But this room 
isn’t why we’re here. I’m starting to feel like a goddamn 
werewolf with the moon turning full.” 


“See,” I giggle, turning to him and slapping his chest, 
feeling the muscles, the heat, him. “I’m rubbing off on you. 
Pretty soon you'll have all the fantasy lingo down.” 


He smirks and then - in a flash, he’s so freaking fast - he 
picks me up and scoops me into his arms. I squeal in delight 
when I feel one arm under my knees and the other behind 
my head, cradling me. 


He leans down and crushes his lips into mine, kissing me 
firmly, savagely, as though he wants me to know that this is 
the moment. 


The moment I become his. 
Forever. 
I want it more passionately than I’ve ever wanted anything. 


He breaks off the kiss and carries me over the threshold - 
the perfect husband, I think - and then through the living 
room and down a hallway lined with sconce lights. 


A soft yellow glow follows us to the bedroom, which Dom 
opens with an irrepressible shoe-kick. The door swings 
open, revealing a four poster bed and at least a thousand 
candles. 


On every surface - the Regency style drawers, the end 
tables with their carved metal stems - candles flicker and 
cast their light into the room. I close my eyes and take a 
deep breath of the vanilla scent, losing myself in it for a 
moment. 


“T love this smell,” I whisper. 


Dom sets me down on the bed and softly closes the door 
behind us, trapping us in this world of whispering 
candlelight. 


“I know,” he says deeply. 
“What, how?” I ask, turning to him. 


He stands like a silver suit of armor in the light of the 
candles, every part of him catching the light, his jaw cutting 
it, his eyes glimmering, his iron peppered hair shining like a 
diamond. I feel my body getting tingly and tight and close, 


as though it’s ready to erupt, my womb screaming, my 
desire relishing. 


“You posted about it on your blog,” he says. 


“Wait a sec ...” I stand and move toward him, achingly 
conscious of the way his gaze tracks my movements. “ You 
read my blog?” 


“I did,” he says. “ Dallas’s Dawdles. I don’t know if the title 
fits you. To dawdle is to move slowly, and you, Firecracker, 
you’re anything but slow.” 


“With you, maybe,” I whimper when he loops his arm 
around my waist, softly sliding his hand down over my ass 
cheeks, crumpling my dress against me. “But usually I’m a 
pretty indecisive person. It’s only with you - with us - that 
I’ve felt anything like urgency.” 


“Is that what you feel?” he snarls, his hand tingling against 
my bare thigh. He creates a path of sultry sensation as he 
grinds his palm up toward my ass cheeks, and then starts to 
rub and massage, claiming my flesh with powerful hand 
movements. “Urgent? Like you can’t wait to give yourself to 
me?” 


I nod, eyelids flickering as a moan escapes my lips, a moan 
that seems to cause the candlelit shadows on the wall to 
shift knowingly. 


“Say it,” he commands. 
“T can’t wait to give myself to you,” I gasp. 


He pushes aside my underwear and inches closer to my 
center, but underneath, from behind me, leaning forward so 
that he can wedge his palm in between my thighs and tickle 
my hole from behind. 


“Bend forward,” he snarls. “Push your ass out. Let me feel 
how wet your juicy perfect pussy is. Tell me who your 
virginity belongs to, Dallas.” 


“You,” I moan, doing as he says, arching my back and 
feeling my self-consciousness sluice away under the magic 
of the moment. “My pussy belongs to you.” 


“Fuck,” he growls, his middle finger brushing up against my 
clit. 


Bent forward, my face is buried in his shirt now. I bite down 
and feel his rock hard pectoral muscles, burning hot against 
my lips and teeth, a tinge of sweat, a hint of my man. 


Oh, God, he’s mine just as much as I’m his. 


Then he straightens and then lifts me as though I’m lighter 
than air. His eyes, producing tingles of their own, as he 
stares at me with such intensity and carries me to the bed. 
He places me down and then reaches up, unbuttoning his 
shirt, showing me more and more of his light-dappled chest. 


“Take off your clothes,” he says, voice firm, a tremor 
beneath it telling me how hungry he is. “I want us to do it 
like animals. Completely naked. I want to watch you 
undress because it fucking shows how badly you want it, 
too. No nerves now, Dallas. No second-guessing. This is it, 
the reason we’re even on this fucking planet. Our existence 
has always lead to this moment, to me and you, my woman, 
and now I’m going to claim your juicy creamy pussy for the 
first time. And it will always belong to me after that, to lick, 
nibble, rub, and fuck until you squirt all over me. 
Understood?” 


“Y-yes,” I whisper, the force of his words causing me to 
shiver as I hastily start undressing. 


I pull the dress over my head and then tear at my bra and 
panties, wanting to get it done quickly so that I don’t have 
to hover in this moment and have time to think too much. 


I don’t want to think about how this is my first time and I 
could disappoint him and blah-blah-blah, no, not tonight, 
not right now. This is about what our bodies want, and right 
now my body is screaming at me to trust my instincts, to 
just go with it. 


I stare up at Dom, standing there completely naked now. 
His body is all carved muscle, all seven feet of him standing 
at the end of the bed like a stone statue. 


And his cock is as stone solid as the rest of him, ten or 
eleven inches of pure throbbing flesh pointing almost 
straight up, his lust for me making him so hard. 


Precome reflects the candlelight from his tip, a big dollop of 
it, and as I stare I get the craziest idea that I need to taste 
it. 


See if it tastes as good as his chest. 


Before I can fight down the urge with paranoia and self- 
hate, I lean forward and open my mouth as wide as it will 
go. Even so, fitting around his engorged helm causes the 
corners of my lips to ache slightly. I make the effort and 
suck the end of him, instinctively wrapping my hand around 
his base when I hear the moan in his voice. 


For the first time, Dom sounds like his control might be 
slipping, like J’m in control. 


“Fucking hell,” he croaks. “D-Dallas. You look so perfect 
right now, with your big creamy breasts bouncing with each 
s-s-suck. Stop. Fuck. Stop and lie on your back right now! 
You’ve got me good and slick and now it’s time I rewarded 
your needy patient pussy.” 


I gasp and lean back, my mouth filled with the taste of him, 
which was good mostly because of how he moaned, how he 
trembled for me. Now I stare up at him, my center a 
swimming ocean of want. 


Wetness dominates and my lips give a sensitive flutter as he 
climbs onto the end of the bed, the mattress creaking under 
his predator’s weight. 


“Open your legs,” he snarls. 
“Like this?” I moan, lifting them so they make a V-shape. 


“Yes,” he groans, climbing between them, using one hand to 
prop himself up as he reaches down with the other. 


I grab onto his shoulders, trying to dig my fingernails in as 
though if I don’t I might just soar away on the budding lust. 
But his shoulders are so hard I feel my fingernails bending 
against his unyielding muscles instead. 


“Fuck, your body’s ready for me,” he breathes, his massive 
head brushing against my lips, making a little teasing entry 
before pulling back, and then inching in again, just a little, 
just enough to let my virgin body know it’s okay to release. 


“Take it,” Dom moans. “Take all of it, Dallas.” 


“Do it,” I urge him. “I want it. I want it bad. Give me 
everything you’ve got, Dom.” 


“Are you sure?” he growls. “Once I feel your tight hot pussy 
around my base, I don’t know if I'll be able to stop. You 
drive me feral.” 


“T don’t want you to stop, ever,” I moan. “Do it. Take me. 
Please.” 


Oh, God, he drives his hips and suddenly he’s plunged balls 
deep inside of me, the entire weight of him filling me up 


from the inside. I feel his hardness against my walls 
seeming to pump and pulse within my pussy. 


I bite down and stare into his face, his eyes pinning me, 
their flaming need intensifying the—the—the pleasure. 


Because, God, after the initial burst of discomfort, I feel 
something else flooding into me. 


It’s like all my happiest moments are brimming in my lower 
half, as though a thousand messages are being directed to 
my pussy, as though all the heat of the world is down there. 


“This is—amaze—amazing,” I whisper, struggling to speak. 


“You feel perfect,” he snarls, thrusting harder now, in and 
out with a rhythm I try to match even as the bubbling 
euphoria threatens to throw me into another world. 


“When you do that—fuck,” he snarls. 


I keep angling my hips the way I was, sitting up a little now, 
rocking my body in motion with his as though we’re both 
riding a wave. 


“Like this?” I moan. 


“Keep doing that,” he snaps. “And push those tits together. 
Pinch your nipples like you’re making milk come out of 
them. Fucking—pinch—them.” 


I grab my breasts and push them together, squeezing and 
kneading my flesh, tickling my nipples between my 
forefinger and thumb and feeling a swell of victory in me 
when I see how fixated Dom’s face is as though he’s being 
hypnotized by the movement. 


And all the while his length is hammering into me, so 
passionately now the whole bed seems to be moving. 


The room fills with my moans and his grunts and the 
glorious sound of our bodies giving themselves to each 
other. 


I let go of my breasts and clasp his face in my hands, both of 
us gazing at each other as we seem to become one, a 
writhing beast squirming and gyrating together. The beast 
with two backs. I can finally make sense of that quote now. 


We’re a single primal animal, engaged in some carnal dance 
as he slides his hands down my back and braces me, pulling 
me so that we’re both almost sitting up together, pumping 
in unison, the pleasure exploding and tearing a heavenly 
path through my womb and my clit and my lips and my 
soaked stretched hole. 


“Do it,” he urges deeply. “ Now, now.” 
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I throw my head back and let out a singing moan as the 
orgasm flows through me. I collapse against Dom and feel 
his teeth on my neck, biting softly, and then a little harder 
as his own release pushes closer. 


We writhe and moan together, our bodies sweaty and hot 
and close. He pulls me to him so that my breasts are flat 
against his muscled chest and my legs dangle off the edge 
of the bed, my ass cheeks flattening against his thighs so 
that I’m sitting on him. 


But even with me now on top, he leads the pumping, 
reaching up and grabbing my breasts, squeezing them so 
hard they sting with pleasure. 


My thighs tremble and quiver and I feel my cream squirting 
all down the length of him. 


But embarrassment has no home here, and our eyes meet 
and I smile, and he smirks as he slides his hand into my 
cream and rubs some on my breasts. 


And then he moves it higher and makes me taste my own 
juices. I grab his fingers and suck them clean, keeping my 
eyes wide and fixed on him the whole time. 


That’s enough to send his own pleasure into overdrive, his 
whole body seizing, his conqueror’s expression distorting as 
his seed shoots hotly up his cock and inside of me. 


I collapse against him and he grabs my ass cheeks, palming 
them roughly and possessively, leaning up and whispering 
in my ear. 


“I’m putting a child in you tonight,” he snarls. “Can you feel 
it, my perfect Firecracker? I’m putting a baby in your 
womb. Right. Now.” 


I sigh and shiver as my own orgasm reaches its end, and 
Dom’s just begins, both of us hanging in joint pleasure as a 
thousand candles illuminate our union. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


D allas 


I wake with Poppet’s tongue on my cheek and a smile on my 
face, a smile that feels like it could break my face, it beams 
so brightly. I tickle her under the chin and roll over, 
hugging her close to me, breathing in the scent of Dom’s 
cologne. 


He’s already left for work. 


I lie on my back and raise my arm, the signal for Poppet to 
crawl into the nook. She does this with a little harrumph, as 
though to let me know pretty soon TIl have to take her to 
the garden... but for now, she’s content to lie here. 


I close my eyes and think about last night, the hotel suite, 
lying side by side in each other’s arms, naked, coated in 
sweat. 


When I asked Dom if we could come home - lame as it may 
be, I was starting to miss Poppet - he said yes without 
complaint and so we flew through the night, Dom in the 
pilot’s seat. I sat beside him as we soared over the 


countryside, looking across at him, bathed in the star and 
moonlight, looking glorious and right. 


“So there are complications,” I whisper, nuzzling my face in 
Poppet’s fur. “Maybe he’s not what you’d call conventional, 
hmm? What with the you-know-what.” 


The killing. 
But he did that in self-defense, pretty much. 


Or, if I want to be finicky about it, not exactly self-defense 
but definitely in the most unusual circumstances. It’s not 
like he went out Patty-style looking for somebody to hunt for 
sport. 


When I look deep inside myself, ask if Dom is a good man, 
that tragedy in his childhood doesn’t change my opinion. 


Yes. 


He’s the best man I’ve ever met and if that makes me crazy, 
then fine, I’m freaking crazy, but there’s a connection 
between me and Dom that goes beyond sanity. 


It’s primal, it’s us. 
What about Dad? 


I open my eyes and sit up, letting my hand move through 
Poppet’s fur. She cocks her head up at me, her bright eyes 
like lasers, reading me. 


Something’s different, Mommy, I imagine her saying. Shall 
I guess what it is? 


Even if nerves swirl inside of me at the thought of what Dad 
will say when he finds out, I know I’m too far gone into our 
closeness now to stop it. I know that even if I wanted to - 
and I don’t, not even slightly - I’d be powerless to resist this 
life-changing intimacy that’s beginning to dominate us. 


“Wanna go to the toilet, Poppet?” 


She leaps up and springs out of bed at the word toilet, 
which she recognizes. Then she lopes to the door and turns 
to glare back at me, perhaps thinking I’ve forgotten. I 
giggle and climb out of bed, pulling on my silk bathrobe on, 
shocked by how easily I’m getting used to these finer 
luxuries. 


I feel a giddy, selfish rush when I think about standing at 
Dom’s side at society parties, hanging from his arm as 
though I’m not the girl people play tricks on. I imagine him 
standing proudly next to me, his hand on my arm, 
introducing me. 


This is Dallas, my lovely wife. 


“Woah,” I murmur, pushing open the bedroom door and 
grabbing my phone from the dresser. Poppet looks at me 
questioningly. “Nothing, girl. Just letting my thoughts get 
the better of me... again. Come on, let’s go.” 


As I walk, I think about this morning, when Dom half-woke 
me and whispered that he had to go into the city on 
business. He leaned down and kissed me hotly and firmly as 
I lay there, lost in dreams, dreams of him. So that as we 
kissed I wasn’t sure if it was in reality or in the dream, and 
then he rose and left the room so quietly for a man of his 
mammoth size. 


My lovely wife. 


The words bounce around my head as I emerge into the 
garden, Poppet ducking her head and immediately 
springing toward the fountain, whitetail wagging madly. 


Even if Dom and I move quicker than regular people, and 
it’s obvious that we do, to already be invoking the W-word is 
probably just a little bit silly. 


Sillier than the L-word? 


I almost laugh at the thought, watching as Poppet pauses 
and watches the sprinklers in suspicion, getting ready to 
leap at them if they start spraying water her way. 


There’s no way I’m going to be saying that first under any 
circumstances. Dom may not be the sort of lunatic to lure 
me into the middle of nowhere and paint my name on a pig. 
Fine, Dom is not a monster. But he’s still a man and in my 
limited knowledge about men throwing that word out there 
first is never a good idea. 


But do I feel it, deep inside? 
Love? 


I close my eyes and the smile that spreads across my face is 
all the answer I need. 


Then my cellphone vibrates in my hand and I’m 
embarrassed by how quickly I swipe to unlock the screen, 
so eager to get word from Dom after last night. Luckily 
Poppet’s still engaged in her silent war with the sprinklers, 
so nobody sees. 


But it’s not Dom. 


It’s an email from an address I don’t recognize, just a series 
of letters and numbers with seemingly no order. 


I open it. 
A video. 


Something about it tells me I shouldn’t click, it could be a 
scam, it could be anything. 


But then I see the thumbnail. It’s too tempting and 
confusing not to play. Dom stands in a shadowed room, a 
gun in his hand, and next to him kneel two men with hoods 


over their heads. My mouth falls open and I stare, heart 
thudding, world-threatening to tip sideways the more I 
stare. 


Dom—two men—a gun. 
“Please, no,” I whisper. 


Shooting the men who killed his parents in front of him in a 
fit of passion when he was a poor child is one thing. But 
executing two men in cold blood - two men he clearly 
already has under his control - is completely removed from 
that. 


I feel my breathing pick up and catch in my throat. 
I click play. 


“You haven’t left me with much choice here, Patty,” Dom 
says, tossing his gun from hand to hand as he steps forward 
to dominate the frame. 


A shock corkscrews through me when I see he’s wearing 
the same suit he was wearing last night. 


Did he come straight from the execution? 
Panic seizes me in its dreadful hands. 


“But you’ve killed two of mine and that can’t go 
unanswered. So here I am, Patty, you fucking animal. You’ve 
gone too far. I’m going to assume you recognize these 
men.” 


Some unseen figure has removed the hoods from the men 
with a quick flourish. They kneel there, rags stuck in their 
mouths, shivering and trembling with tears sliding down 
their cheeks. 


“Markus and Simon here have had a lot of useful things to 
say about you, but they’ve outworn their usefulness now.” 


Dom wanders back over to them, hefting the gun and 
aiming it at the first man’s head. 


“You need to understand something, Patty. The only thing 
that’s saved you so far is my unwillingness to go back to the 
old ways. But you’ve forced my hand. You’ve made me bring 
the old ways back.” 


Bang. 


I gasp and almost drop the phone. Only some imploring 
instinct inside of me keeps my eyes focused on the screen, 
as though a piece of me knows that I have to make myself 
watch this, have to make myself see the truth. 


The man falls and his blood starts to pool all around him, 
just about visible in the lowlight of the video. 


Dom sighs and walks over to the remaining man, looking at 
the screen as he lays the barrel of the gun against his head. 


He doesn’t look like Dom, like my Dom, the man who laughs 
and banters and calls me Firecracker, the man who saved 
my life and who Poppet loves more than the world. 


“T’ve got five times the firepower you do. And now that 
there are no rules, I’m going to fucking annihilate you. You 
know this, Patty. But I’ll do you a favor and give you the 
chance to settle this like men. If you think you’re truly a 
mad dog, then come put this old wolf down. Let’s fight. With 
fists. With bone. With blood. Let’s fight, just me and you, 
and the last man standing gets this goddamn city. Unless 
that is, you’re too scared.” 


Bang. 


The second man falls onto his face and more thick looking 
liquid spreads around him. Gun smoke drifts vapor like 
around Dom’s face. 


“What the fuck?” I whisper, voice so frantic that Poppet 
turns and stares at me, as though wondering if I’ve called 
her. 


I raise my hand and wave at her. 


“Good girl,” I mumble, as I fold my hands over my middle 
and squeeze my phone in my hand, the plastic biting into 
my palms. 


I squeeze harder, focusing on the sting of pain, because at 
least then I don’t have to see the coldness in Dom’s eyes or 
relive the way he so casually executed those men, as though 
he’s done it a thousand times. 


Well, what did you think? Mom says in my mind, her voice 
even more argumentative and supercilious when imagined. 
He’s a mobster, Dallas, which means he does ten times 
worse than what you just saw on the video. 


I bite my lip, trying to force back the tears. 


Poppet has wandered over and is now walking up and down 
in front of me, stroking my legs with her body. 


“Who sent that email, girl?” I muse aloud, the way I often 
do when I’m writing and Poppet is curled up next to me. “It 
must’ve been Patty, right? He wants me to see this. He 
wants to force us apart. But then that doesn’t mean that 
Dom didn’t do it, does it?” 


I shiver. 


And then almost leap out of my skin when my cellphone 
blares in my hand. 


Vibrate for notifications, sound for phone calls. 


I glance at the phone, both terrified and hoping that it’s 
Dom. 


But its Mom. 


I answer, curious because I haven’t heard from her since 
she started that technology detox with Cillian. 


“T thought you didn’t have a phone anymore?” I say, trying 
to keep my voice light and playful and not let any panicked 
terror enter. 


“We broke up,” Mom cries. “He brought me to this horrible 
city and then he dumped me. He said I’m too old for him if 
you can even believe that. So I’m here, Dallas. I’m here and 
I want to see you.” 


“Wait—you’re here? On the east coast?” I gasp. 
“Yes,” she says, sounding like she’s been crying. 


She sounds strangled, in fact, the way she gets after she’s 
been drinking. Mom has lived her life on an emotional 
rollercoaster and it seems as if tonight is no different. 


“I need my daughter,” she goes on. 


“Of course I’ll come and see you,” I murmur, thinking that I 
can just tell the guards at the gate I’m going to see my dad 
in the city. 

And if they argue, II just play the spoilt pampered princess 
to get beyond the gates. 

And if they still argue after that, I’ll just ram the fucking 


gates, because right now the idea of tamely sitting in this 
gilded cage is flooding me with confusion. 


He just killed them. In cold blood. 
Oh, Dom, do we even know each other anymore? 


“Okay, great,” she says, muffled, sounding typically sulky. Or 
maybe even worse than usual. “I’ll text you my address. 


Don’t be long, Dallas. I love you.” 
“T love you too, Mom.” 


She hangs up halfway through my sentence and I call to 
Poppet, getting her to follow me back into the house. 


I walk into my bedroom and get changed, forcing an eerie 
sort of calm to fall over me. 


I won't let myself think about what I saw in that video, not 
now, not yet. 


First I’ll help Mom with her latest relationship drama and 
then tackle my own problems. 


Because even after what I just saw, a flame still rages inside 
of me for Domenico, burning with the possibility of our 
future, our life together, our children. 


But if he’s not the man I thought he was can we ever truly 
have any of that? 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


Do 


“He’s out of control now,” I murmur, standing at the end of 
the closed-off street as groups of mobsters and police 
officers work side by side, combing the street for any more 
of Patty’s so-called candies. 


The Chief of Police, Clarissa Kerkenwall, turns to me with a 
deep frown on her face. She’s about fifty-five with deep 
brown skin and knowing eyes, and when she sighs I can 
hear the weight of her position in the sound. 


“This is the sort of thing terrorists do, Mr. DeLuca. We can’t 
have this in our city. We’re lucky nobody’s been hurt 
already.” 


“Because my men closed off the streets,” I growl. “Because 
I identified the pattern in time and used my authority to act 
with speed. Don’t forget that, Ms. Kerkenwall.” 


She grimaces and then allows a nod. 


“Something has to be done about this man,” she says. 
“We’ve lived in peace for all these years, slowly taking the 


city back from the degradation and hell it used to live in. 
And now what? Some crazed lunatic is going to come along 
and shatter our equilibrium in a matter of days? First the 
explosion, then the murders, now this...” 


“Find him, then,” I say. “Arrest him.” 
“We don’t know where he is.” 
“Then I’ll have to find him,” I growl. 


“And do you have a plan of action as far as that’s 
concerned?” 


“Events are in motion,” I murmur, wishing I was back in bed 
with Dallas and Poppet, both of them enveloped in my arms 
as I listen to the sound of them breathing together. 


She sighs again and stands up straighter, hands behind her 
back, staring as the men pick up every piece of poisoned 
candy they can find. They’ve been over the street twice 
already and will do so another ten times, just to be safe, just 
to make sure Patty doesn’t win. 


He poisoned every street with a mob-owned bar. 


It didn’t take me long to work out the connection since the 
candies had Italian Scum written on them in tiny letters, as 
though they were pills at a rave. I sent my men out to recon 
the areas and was proven right. Then it was a small leap to 
bring in our police contacts and round up my men to close 
off the streets and swiftly deal with the problem. 


But that doesn’t solve the larger problem, which is that 
Patty fucking McGuinness will do anything to win this war. 


Especially now that he thinks I’ve killed two of his men. 


“T’ve had word from my superior,” Ms. Kerkenwall 
murmurs. 


“And? n 


She swallows and pops her head to the side, upper lip 
curling in either distaste or anger. “And it wouldn’t be the 
end of the world if this Patty character found his way into a 
hole in the ground.” 


“You need to be careful,” I murmur, fists clenched, rage 
boiling through me. “Because this man is the scum of the 
earth. He kills children, dogs. He’s a rapist and I’m fairly 
certain he murdered his own father. If you’re giving me 
permission to put him in the fucking ground, I need to know 
there will be no repercussions.” 


“For performing a public service?” she says wryly. “Why on 
earth would you be punished for that?” 


I nod and stride away before anybody finds an angle into 
the closed-off street and can photograph us. It wouldn’t be 
good for the Chief of Police to be seen with a man shown 
executing two Irishmen on video. I walk to the end of the 
street and climb into the back of a sedan, Gabriel glancing 
over at me. 


“Skip, what’d she say?” 


Gabriel’s face looks drained, the weight of this war hanging 
on him. His hair lays matted to the side, not combed over 
like it normally is, and his eyes are rimmed with dark circles 
of sleeplessness. 


And when he finds out about Dallas, then what? Will that 
make him happy? 


I tell Gabriel about us having free reign on Patty and his 
face lights up, seeming younger. 


“Really?” he grins gruesomely. “Then he’s a dead man 
walking.” 


I sigh. “I don’t know, Gabriel. Killing is not something I take 
lightly. If we can get Patty alive, he’ll serve the rest of his 
life in a maximum-security prison. He’ll be locked in hell all 
day and all night, and he’ll have to think about how he 
failed, how he couldn’t take the city from us, from me. That 
seems like a harsher punishment to me. I haven’t killed 
anyone since those bastards murdered my parents in front 
of me. And for all your bluster, neither have you.” 


“We fought,” Gabriel mutters, looking strangely at me. I’ve 
never explicitly mentioned my parents to him before. 
“Didn’t we? Maybe we didn’t kill, but we fought. We bled for 
our empire. And now this prick’s trying to take it all away.” 


I sigh, letting my head fall back. “Any rat can take a life. It 
takes a wolf to show restraint.” 


“Ts that what we are, eh? Wolves?” 
“Its what we’ve always been,” I snarl. 


Gabriel shrugs and turns to the window as the driver 
guides us through the city, back toward my offices. 


“Anyway, that’s a lie,” Gabriel chuckles. “You murdered 
those two Irishmen last night, remember?” 


I did more than that last night, God fucking help me. 
“Oh, that’s right,” I laugh grimly. “How could I forget that?” 


“All the streets have been swept,” Ms. Kerkenwall tells me 
over the phone, two hours later. I’m sitting in my high rise 
office overlooking the city, spinning my silver letter opener 
between my forefinger and the desk. “No causalities. Press 


speculation, but nothing concrete. It seems we might have 
escaped a disaster here. Well done, Mr. DeLuca.” 


“Just remember I was there when you needed me.” 


I hear her frown and I smirk, and then I hang up the phone 
and sit back. Gabriel stands at the window with his hands 
behind his back, staring down at the city. 


“What would this place look like if Patty was in charge?” 
Gabriel murmurs. “We can’t let that happen.” 


“No,” I agree. 


He turns to me and for a moment he’s eleven years old 
again, wanting to ask me a question but worried Illl make 
fun of him for his ignorance. The years fall away and he 
runs a hand through his lank black hair. 


“Dom, I know,” he says. 


“What do you know?” I ask, my heart pounding in my chest 
now. 


I feel like a piece of dirt. 
He’s my best friend. 


And yet my need for Dallas and the family we started last 
night - and I know she’s pregnant, I just know it - is so 
powerful I’m certain that I won’t give an inch here. Gabriel 
might hate me, but my hunger for Dallas is all-consuming, a 
primal desire sent down the generations, a put-a-baby-in- 
her-belly-now urge I can’t deny. 


“I know about you and Dallas,” he says, confirming my 
suspicions. He walks over to the desk and stops at the other 
side. “And the truth is—” 


The sound of my phone blaring through the office 
interrupts his words. 


If these calls weren’t so fucking important, I’d put this son 
of a bitch on silent. 


I glance at the phone to see if I can ignore it, but when I see 
the name, grim determination moves through me. I show 
the phone to Gabriel and he nods, silently agreeing to table 
this discussion for now. 


It’s Patty. 


Gabriel knows. And I don’t even know how he feels about 
it. Growing up on the streets like Gabriel and I did makes 
being able to hide your emotions a necessity. 


I shake my head to clear my thoughts and answer the 
phone, putting it on speaker, gripping the letter opener so 
hard it digs into the wood of the desk. 


“Aye, Dom, you there?” 


Patty sounds jovial, like a little kid on Christmas morning. 
Something in my stomach sinks. 


“Are you ready to settle this like men?” I growl. 


“I thought about that,” he says, and I can imagine him 
pacing giddily up and down. 


He has something. 


I glance at Gabriel and he grimaces. I can’t tell if it’s about 
the phone call or the fact that he knows, somehow, about 
me and Dallas. He could’ve known this entire time. It’s only 
been a few days, which seems completely insane when I 
think about it, that in a few days this dream-made goddess 
has entered my life and remade it completely. 


“But then I decided that I don’t really want to play into your 
petty games,” he goes on. “So what I did is something very 
clever. I had drones spy on your estate. You can get them 


online these days, you know. It was very high-tech of me. 
That was how I learned about you and your consigliere’s 
daughter.” 


Dallas. No. Please God no. 


“Anyway, I already had a plan in place to kidnap Samantha, 
his ex-wife. But I thought, well, why not do one better than 
that? You see, I had to target Gabriel’s family because you 
don’t have any, Dom. I sent my man Cillian out to seduce 
this Samantha slut, which was pathetically easy to do. And 
then I had her contact her daughter and lure Dallas out to 
me. And now, well, I have them both. It really worked very 
fucking well, if I do say so myself.” 


My mouth feels dry as his words try to untether me. I stab 
the letter opener into the desk and hold it there, pinned, my 
body trembling and my fist so tight I can feel the desk 
quivering. 


“You have Dallas and her mother,’ I murmur, my voice 
somehow calm. 


Iceman, Dallas teases from within. 


“That’s right,” Patty says. “So I’ve got a new proposition for 
you, Dom. You and your consigliere are going to come and 
meet me—alone. I'll know if you tell your little whore in the 
police. If you let anybody know where you’re going, the 
sluts die. If you bring weapons, they die. And if you keep me 
waiting, what do you think happens, Dom? Tl text you the 
address. You’ve got one hour.” 


“How do we know you have them?” Gabriel snaps, real 
emotion stabbing in his voice. 


There’s a rustling on the other side of the line and then, 
about a minute later, I hear Dallas’s voice raised and behind 
it Poppet’s yapping. 


“Its okay, girl. Just be quiet. Just settle down and 
everything will be okay, I promise.” 


“Please, just let us go,” Samantha cries. 


I make to talk, to call out Dallas’s name, but then the line 
cuts off. 


A moment later, the address comes through. 


Gabriel and I exchange a glance and then wordlessly climb 
to our feet, walking silently to the elevator at the rear of the 
room, the private one that will take us straight to the 
parking lot. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


D allas 


Mom and I sit in the corner of the dank gray cell, the stone 
walls moist and cold. Poppet’s finally stopped barking at the 
two guards who stand at the door, but her hackles are 
raised and she’s taken to pacing up and down, snarling at 
them every so often. 


Every time she does this, I have to tell her to stop because 
otherwise, I’ve got no idea what they’re going to do to her. 


Mom sulks beside me, sobbing softly. 


Tears of my own have already dried and crusted on my 
cheeks. 


The impact of this morning’s events thud through me with 
cruel vividness. 


I remember the look on Mom’s face when she saw me 
walking up the alleyway, where she’d texted me to meet her 
behind the restaurant. She’d started to cry immediately 
and, at the last moment, she threw her hands up and 
screamed. 


“Run, Dallas,” she cried. “Get out of here, now. I don’t care 
if they kill me. Oh, God, what have I done?” 


I stared at her in confusion for a moment, which turned out 
to be a moment far too long. Armed Irishmen emerged from 
the shadows all around us, dressed in black masks, gloved, 
looking like a SWAT team as a van pulled up and they 
bundled us all inside. I was so focused on keeping Poppet 
calm, I just went with them, and now we’ve been sitting in 
here for hours, our only toilet a disgusting broken thing in 
the corner. 


Neither of us has had to use it, thankfully. 
Yet. 


I know now that Cillian was part of the Irish mob, and 
Mom’s so-called technology detox was actually an excuse 
for him to kidnap her and not arouse my suspicion. He 
brought her here and then they used her to lure me out 
here. I’d almost be impressed if it wasn’t so fucked up and 
evil. 


I close my eyes and try not to let my mind return to the way 
Dom looked in that video, the casual way he took those 
men’s lives. I don’t want to think about it because it means 
he’s not the Dom I thought he was. 


But also—I have to admit this. 


There’s also the desire for that Dom to come here, right 
now, guns blazing, ready to unleash his beast and save us. 


Patty is a pale, ghostly looking man, with the crimson 
cheeks of an alcoholic. When we were taken from the back 
of the van and brought into this warehouse, he sprung 
forward like an excited child, nonchalantly waving a foot 
long machete at Poppet. 


“Tf that bitch tries anything, I’m going to cut her fucking tail 
off and stick it down her throat,” he said gleefully, and then 
waved it at Mom and me. “As for you two, I doubt you’ve got 
tails. But lIl find something to do the job.” 


Anger pricks at me as I feel Mom’s gaze on me. I just want 
her to leave me alone to my thoughts, so I can think of a 
way to get us out of here, a way to forgive Dom, a way to 
tell Dad, a way to keep Poppet alive—there are more 
important problems right now, basically, than Mom wanting 
me to tell her it’s all okay. 


“Dallas,” she murmurs. 


“I know, Mom,” I snap, turning to her quickly. “You didn’t 
mean it. You had no choice. It’s not your fault. What else 
were you supposed to do? I get it, Mom. Every time 
something bad happens, you’re always in there right away 
with your laundry list of excuses. So fine. It’s okay. I forgive 
you. Are you happy now?” 


She blinks but doesn’t fly into her own rage like I expect 
her to. 


“No,” she whispers. “I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry, 
okay? Just... I’m sorry. That’s all.” 


Guilt jabs at me and I reach across, taking her hand in 
mine. 


“T love you, Mom,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to yell. I’m just 
scared.” 


“Me too,” she says, squeezing my hand in support. “Do you 
think that horrid man has called your father yet? Do you 
think that’s why he came in here with the phone so that he 
could prove he had us?” 


I nod. “Yes, probably. But I hope Dad and Dom stay away.” 


“And leave us to die?” 
I swallow, acid tension swirling through me. 


“Tt’s better than all of us dying,” I murmur. “He won’t let 
them bring guns. Were you paying attention when they led 
us back here? I counted at least twenty men, and half of 
them had guns, not pistols, but big guns, they’re more 
dangerous. And then there’s Patty and his machete, and I 
Saw a gun on his hip. I don’t think even Dad and Dom would 
be able to do anything against all of that.” 


Mom shivers and bites her bottom lip. 
I watch Poppet pacing up and down. 


And wonder how my life got so crazy so quickly. 


About an hour later - though time is difficult to track in a 
windowless cell - one of the guards pokes his gun into the 
room, staring at us with a blank expression. All of Patty’s 
men have dead-eyed stares, as though they’d mindlessly 
follow any order he gave them. 


“Boss wants you both outside. Come on.” 


“What about her?” I whisper, keeping my voice quiet 
because Poppet had finally settled down, but now her tail is 
going and a growl is bubbling at the back of her throat. 


“The dog stays here,” he says. 
tt But—” 


“It can stay here with a bullet in its head or without one. 
Your choice.” 


I tickle her softly behind the ear. “Be a good, girl,” I 
whisper. “Be calm. Everything’s going to be okay.” 


I feel my heart shattering as they slam the door behind us 
and I hear her whines, and then her high-pitched barks, as 
though she thinks I’ve made a simple mistake by leaving 
her behind and any moment IIl return and collect her. 


Mom seethes silently beside me, casting me sour looks 
every few seconds. I almost laugh like a deranged person 
when I realize she looks exactly how she does in a 
restaurant before summoning the courage to complain 
about poor service. I imagine her giving Patty a talking 
down, wagging her finger in his face. 


This is absolutely unacceptable. 
“What’s so funny?” the guard grunts. 


“I was just thinking about your micro-penis, actually,” I 
snap, the words coming out before my brain can stop them. 


The man stops and I feel the cold metal of a gun at the back 
of my neck. I stop, everything freezing inside of me. A voice 
screams at me that I’m an idiot, why couldn’t I just shut my 
idiot mouth. 


“Maybe when this is over the boss’ll let me show you,” he 
says, giving me a metallic nudge that has my soul quivering. 
“In the meantime, keep your cunt mouth shut.” 


The guard takes us into the greater warehouse, a large 
cavern of a room pockmarked with shadows and then 
sections of light where the sunlight shafts through the 
tattered, ruined roof and walls. Patty stands in the center of 
light, next to four giant plastic vats. 


“No, no, no,” Mom starts to whine, stopping and shaking 
her head vehemently. “We’re not going in them. No.” 


“Relax, relax,” Patty grins, swaggering over with his 
machete, swinging it like a cane. “Come and take a seat. 
There’s no need to stress. You look a bit worn out for my 
tastes, grandma, but I’m sure my men can make good use 
of you. Or how about you just come’n sit down and stop 
acting like a crazy bitch?” 


We don’t have any choice, of course, and soon we’re sitting 
on hard wooden chairs with our hands tied behind our 
backs with zip-ties cutting into our wrists. Poppet’s barking 
has gotten louder now, but luckily the room is large and it 
doesn’t seem to register with Patty. 


The idea of him striding back there with that machete ... 
My bones shiver. 

I didn’t even know that was fucking possible. 

“What are we waiting for?” Mom breathes. 


“Your ex-husband and his killer boss, of course,” Patty grins. 
He glances at me. “Did you get that video I sent you, Dallas? 
Did you see how your knight in shining armor executed two 
of my men?” 


“Her what?” Mom gasps. “What in the name of God are you 
talking about?” 


Patty hops from foot to foot like an unhinged court jester. 
“So you didn’t know?” he laughs, eyes wide and crazed with 
something, I’m guessing drugs. “That’s right, dear. Your 
daughter here has made quite the connection with the 
Italian killer. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s already slurped 
on his cock by now. Tsk-tsk, bad girl.” 


Mom turns to me, mouth falling open. 


Fresh anger flares in me. 


“Are you really going to judge my choice of partner, Mom?” 
I snap. “Is Cillian really that great of an example?” 


She swallows visibly and looks at the floor. 

“Are you really surprised that I’m surprised, Dallas?” 
Stop being cruel to her. 

“T’m sorry,” I whisper. 


I just wish Poppet would stop barking, as though she’s 
tugging on wires attached to my heart. 


“As much as I’d love to keep this family scene going, the 
Italian scum will be here soon. Gag the sluts, gentleman.” 


Before we can protest, hands emerge from the darkness 
and stuff rags into our mouths. I gasp and splutter and then 
I can’t do anything. They wrap duct-tape around our heads 
to hold the gags in place, forcing me to breathe through my 
nose, feeling like I’m constantly on the verge of choking. 


And then there’s nothing for us to do but wait. 
And wait. 


Patty strolls over to the corner of the cavernous room and 
makes snorting noises, confirming my suspicion that he’s on 
drugs. The other men just stand in the shadowy parts of the 
room, their hands on their guns, a few of them smoke. I try 
- and fail - not to think about what it means that now Mom, 
and most likely Dad, know about us. I’ve got no doubt in my 
mind that Patty would’ve told Dad as casually as he told 
Mom. 


Dom is a killer. 


And now my parents know. 


And still, there’s this feeling inside of me, this pulsating 
need, a voice whispering that it’s all going to be okay and 
everything that’s happened is just a roadblock for us to 
overcome. My feelings for Dom are like a giant tower, and 
no matter how much the elements blast it and try to topple 
it, it somehow remains standing. 


I want him. 
I need him. 


And deep inside of me I feel my womb give a furious flurry 
of acknowledgment, as though telling me she’s already 
taken his seed. This is all academic. I’m going to be the 
mother of his children. 


Then he arrives. 


He and Dad come walking through the front door 
surrounded by five guards, all of whom have their guns 
trained on them. Dom stands tall and proud in his silver 
suit, but when he spots me I can see the terror streak 
across his features. Dad’s face drops when he sees us, as 
though he didn’t actually believe it until this moment. 


The armed guards lead them into the light in the center of 
the room, next to the four plastic tubs and us tied to the 
chairs. 


“I didn’t want it to come to this,” Patty says, pacing up and 
down in front of Dom and Dad, as though he’s still scared of 
them even with five guards pointing their guns at them. 
“But you killed two of my men. And I can’t let that pass.” 


“You killed two of ours first, you fucking idiot,” Dad snaps. 
“What did you think would happen?” 


“What did you think would happen?” Patty counters. 
“You’re playing a game you can’t win, fellas. Because you 


won't go to the places you need to go. Killing two men is 
one thing—” 


“We didn’t kill them,” Dom says, speaking to Patty but 
looking at me, as though he understands how badly I need 
to hear this. “It was a fake video. We coached your men on 
how to behave and we used blanks and fake blood. They’re 
currently fleeing the country.” 


“You... what?” Patty cocks his head. “Why? Why not just kill 
them?” 


“Because we’re not like you,” Dom snarls. “We never have 
been and we never will be. We don’t kill when we don’t 
need to.” 


“Maybe you're just lying to protect this slut’s honor, eh?” he 
says, gesturing at me with the machete. 


“Check your phone,” Dom mutters, sounding tired, almost 
bored. 


But I don’t miss how his eyes keep scanning the room, the 
way his fingers twitch and he shifts his weight from foot to 
foot. 


Please let this be true. 


Patty takes out his phone and plays the new video, which 
they must’ve sent him. I listen to Dom’s speech, the same 
one I heard this morning. But this time the video goes on 
and I hear some rustling - the men getting up, maybe - and 
then Patty laughs and shakes his head. 


“Do you think this changes anything?” he cackles. “All this 
proves is you’re even more cowardly than I thought. You 
should’ve just executed them.” 


I feel a light blooming through my chest when I realize it’s 
true, Dom didn’t really execute those men. It was a trick to 


convince Patty he was just as much of a monster as he is. 
But he’s not. 
I freaking knew it. 


I’d cry out with joy if it wasn’t for the duct-tape pushing the 
rag deeper into my mouth, choking my breath. 


“You’ve got twenty-one men in here, Patty,” Dom says 
calmly. 


Patty pauses, machete pointing down at the ground. “ Well 
done.” 


“Six of them are your men. Well, men left over from when 
your old man ran the Irish mob before you killed him. The 
rest are mercenaries hired from a company in Arizona 
called Always Vigilant, correct?” 


“What does this have to do with anything—” 


“If those fifteen men want to check their cellphones right 
now, they’ll see that they’ve just had twice what you’ve paid 
them deposited into their accounts, with twice that again 
being held in escrow for when they leave the city. They also 
have written instructions from the CEO of Always Vigilant to 
comply with my demand to leave the city.” 


“Don’t touch your fucking phones...” 
But it’s too late. 


All around us in the darkness, as though we're at a concert, 
cellphone lights blink awake in the room. 


And then, one by one, men start to make for the exit. 


Patty cries and roars at them, but soon there’s only Patty 
and his six men standing in a circle around Dad and Dom, 
all of them with their guns pointed. 


“So what?” Patty growls. “We’ve got the guns. We still 
outnumber you. What the fuck are you going to—” 


Dom lashes out with such ferocious speed it doesn’t even 
seem possible, the savage way he moves, as though he’s 
just time traveled from the period when men had to hunt 
and fight for their meat. 


He grabs Patty’s gun hand and snaps it upward, causing 
him to drop the gun and yelp and fall backward. Dom 
catches the gun and spins, smashing the closest Irishman 
across the jaw, and then he ducks aside. 


Bang, bang, gunshots flare into the shadows and ricochet 
brightly, loudly. 


Dad leaps at a man and starts tussling, and Dom springs 
forward and throws Patty’s gun into the face of a guard. 


It bounces off with a bony crunch and the man falls, and 
then Dom spins into a flurrying fury of destruction, 
grabbing one man and throwing him over his head, 
knocking another to the ground with a forceful right hook 
that has his face snapping sideways, so hard I’m surprised 
his head doesn’t fly off his shoulders. 


Dom moves like a practiced fighter, always keeping one of 
the Irishmen between him and the gunmen, tackling one 
into another and seeing them all topple like rolling pins. 


“The guns, Gabriel,” he snarls, once all the men are lying on 
their backs, groaning and clutching their injuries. 


Dad hurries around the room, collecting the guns and 
struggling to carry them all in his arms. 


He recedes into the darkness and there’s a big metallic 
clattering sound as he drops them all, and then he returns, 
holding just two now. 


Dom gestures with his hand and Dad places a gun in it. 


Dom hefts it toward Patty, who’s just about climbed to his 
feet and is looking around in disbelief. 


“How the fuck did he do that?” Patty snarls at his men. “Two 
fucking guys. What are you, a bunch of amateurs?” 


“They’re under-motivated and intoxicated, that’s all,” Dom 
says casually, causing Patty to stand as still as a statue when 
he aims the gun at him. “You’re the amateur, Patty. You 
always have been. You killed your dad and got a few foolish 
men to believe you could make something of the Irish. You 
used up the last of your dad’s funds buying mercenaries, 
and even that backfired. I should put you down right 
fucking now.” 


He pauses. 


I stare at Dom. I stare at the flare in his eyes and the 
determination in his grim set lips. Part of me wants him to 
pull the trigger. Patty is an evil man and would deserve it, 
just like the men who killed his parents deserved it. 


But then Dom nods at Dad. 


“Gabriel, find something to tie these motherfuckers up with. 
We're calling the Chief of Police.” 


Dom and I exchange a glance and Dad follows his 
instructions, Patty and his men having no choice but to fall 
to their knees and take the zip-ties and the gags and the 
bags over their heads. 


Dom’s gaze is filled with confused emotion. I imagine mine 
must be the same. 


But behind the confusion - Mom knows, Dad probably 
knows, all hell has broken loose and it’s not even 
dinnertime - I feel a swelling in my body. 


I feel my womb singing in victory. 


I feel our offspring flowering inside of me and our future 
stretching out like a star bright bridge. 


We can do this. 
I hope. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


D omenico 


Later, the four of us are sitting around the table in the 
garden, the night air pricking coolly as a presage to 
autumn. 


Poppet runs up and down the garden, sniffing at the lights 
that dot the flowerbeds, and then sprinting for the fountain 
where even more lights glitter. 


Dallas sits beside me, so close I can scent her, her womb, 
her everything, our child flourishing inside of her minute by 
minute. 


Growing. 


And soon our family will be large and happy and filled with 
laughter. 


After the scene at the warehouse, it was a long afternoon 
and evening of interrogation and questions and getting the 
story straight with Ms. Kerkenwall, who agreed to make it 
seem like the police busted Patty and his men. She assured 


me that all of them would be facing life in prison and that 
Patty would never see the outside of a cell. 


That doesn’t mean my desire to put him in the ground 
vanished entirely - I can feel it, niggling - but my desire to 
be a man Dallas can be proud of far outweighs it. 


Sitting here with Dallas is the first time I’ve seen her since 
she was taken to the hospital to be checked over for 
injuries. She looks devastatingly beautiful, her arms 
hugging herself, making imprints in her curvaceous flesh 
that even now I have to force my gaze away from, lest they 
ruin my impulse control and I just take her. 


Now, just gone midnight, we sit in a cool huddle with an 
ignored bottle of wine resting on the table between us. 
Gabriel and Samantha happen to be sitting on the opposite 
side to Dallas and me, as though we are arranged against 
each other. 


As though we’ve picked teams. 


“So,” I say, breaking the silence, “I suppose we should talk 
about this.” 


“Yes,” Gabriel murmurs, looking down at the table. He’s 
changed into a baggy suit and his hair is combed over 
again, but his eyes still hang tiredly. “The first thing I want 
to know is how you feel, Dallas. That’s the most important 
thing to me. No offense, Skip.” 


I laugh darkly, glad that even now Gabriel feels like he can 
joke with me. I have to believe that’s a good sign. 


“Well, when I saw that video, I was confused,” Dallas says, 
turning to me with her fresh, vivacious face. 


Even after the mayhem, a quick shower has rendered her a 
messy-haired goddess, her smile causing happiness to try 


and explode in my chest. Her lips are wry, sassy, and so 
fucking kissable I could roar out in desire. 


“But not as confused as I should’ve been, maybe,” she goes 
on. “The truth is, I really care about Dom and I think he 
really cares about me.” 


“T do,” I growl, taking her hand and squeezing it firmly, 
feeling the heat and the passion of our touch firing between 
us. 


“It might not make a lot of sense, fine, but the second we 
saw each other, I just felt this—I don’t even know how to 
explain it. Maybe when I’m like twenty years into my 
writing career Ill be able to find the words. But I doubt it.” 


“I felt like she was mine,” I say, fresh passion steaming in 
my voice. “The moment I saw her in that alleyway, I felt that 
claim inside of me. The time for lies has passed, so I won’t 
sugarcoat this. I knew the second I saw her that she was 
going to be the mother of my children. And getting to know 
her, and spending time with her, fuck, that’s just made me 
about a hundred times more certain. So I’m sorry, Gabriel, I 
really fucking am. You’re my best friend and I should’ve told 
you sooner. But there it is. Dallas is mine for the rest of our 
lives.” 


I stop, my words coming out in a rush, my passion getting 
the better of me and making my voice warble. 


In the half-light, Poppet yelps and barks gleefully, chasing a 
firefly around the garden. 


“T was waiting for you to tell me,” Gabriel murmurs. “I saw 
you two, Skip, the first day we spent here. I knew 
something was different in you. I could tell. And then it 
made sense. I saw how you were smiling, both of you, and it 
just seemed right.” 


I stare. 
He grins. 


“Don’t you get it, Dom, you silly old bastard? I’m glad. I 
know that there’s no one in this world who’d take care of 
Dallas better than you. I’ve known you most of my life and 
you’ve always proved yourself to be a damn good man.” 


I feel Dallas shiver beside me. She lets out a moan of 
surprise and I must make a similar sound, a deep growl 
because we both look at each other and laugh. We revel in 
the moment. 


All this time—and he’s happy for us. 


“You don’t know what that means to me,” I whisper. 
“Gabriel, Jesus, I thought you were going to go nuts.” 


“Look at you two,” Gabriel grins. “How could anybody be 
angry at that, eh?” 


“Mom?” Dallas murmurs, struggling to conceal the glee 
from her voice. 


I can hear it under her words. 


We can be together. We can really fucking be together. 
Guilt-free. 


But she can’t celebrate just yet. 
Samantha might have different ideas. 


“T’ve been thinking about this,” she muses. She’s changed 
into a glittering dress and put on earrings, as though by 
dressing elegantly she can erase what happened today. “At 
first I was shocked and disgusted, of course. And why 
wouldn't I be? I’ve spent so long thinking that Domenico 
DeLuca is the devil. No offense.” 


The whole table laughs, including me, and even Samantha 
herself manages to crack a grin. 


“None taken,” I assure her. “I’m sure there are people 
who’d agree with you.” 


She smiles tightly. “But I guess I’m in a little bit of a 
predicament here because I thought Cillian was a good 
man. He really convinced me that he was the one, whatever 
the hell that means.” 


“T know what it means,” Dallas beams. 
I smirk. 
So do I. 


“Sorry,” Dallas says a moment later, shooting me a silly-me 
smile that makes me want to kiss her right here. 


“But it turns out Cillian was a killer and even worse, and 
you, Dom, well you saved my life. I guess what I’m trying to 
say is things clearly aren’t as simple as I thought they were. 
So if Dallas is happy, I’m happy. That’s the headline.” 


“Really?” Dallas whispers. “That means so much to me, 
Mom. I know this is crazy, but it just feels so right.” 


“It feels like fate,” I growl, shocked at the intensity of my 
voice, as well as the word. 


Fate. 

I’ve never invoked it before. 

But I’ve never fallen in love before. 
Love. 


I need to tell Dallas. 


I need to ask her, too, ask her the most important question 
of my goddamned life. 


“It sounds wonderful, in a way,” Samantha murmurs. “It 
sounds so Hollywood.” 


I see Gabriel flinch a little at that since her desire for 
Hollywood is what drove their divorce. But then he sees me 
looking and grins, and soon Samantha is opening the wine 
and I pour Dallas and me some soda, and as I slide her glass 
to her our hands’ touch and I feel the need in her, the 
desire, the rightness. 


She pauses and stares at me, our gazes seeming to become 
one. 


“I’m so happy, Dom,” she whispers, tears sparkling in her 
eyes. “Thank you so much for saving us. For saving Poppet.” 


“You don’t need to thank me,” I whisper, bringing her hand 
to my lips and kissing it softly, unable to stop myself even 
though Gabriel and Samantha are sitting right there. “rH 
always be here for you.” 


Poppet must be getting jealous of all the attention aimed 
away from her because with a victorious harrumph she 
comes leaping onto the patio and up into Dallas’s lap. I 
laugh and stroke her lovingly, wrestling with her as she 
laughs and leaps around in my arms. 


“You’re going to make an amazing dad, Dom,” Dallas 
giggles. 

Then she flinches, glancing at her parents. 

“Sorry, I know we’re getting a little heavy here.” 


Samantha laughs. “I’m getting a little jelly, you mean. 
That’s the only problem.” 


Dallas makes gagging noises and Gabriel laughs loudly, 
slapping his leg, and as I cradle Poppet to my chest I think 
about tomorrow, a new day, the first day of the rest of our 
lives. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


D allas 


“Where are we going?” I ask from the passenger seat, 
smoothing my hand through Poppet’s fur. I turn to the 
window and look out at the forest, an expanse of vivid green 
that reminds me of Tolkien’s Shire. “It looks like a freaking 
fairyland out here.” 


“The perfect place for a fantasy writer?” Dom murmurs, a 
sly smirk on his lips. 


I turn to him with a smile, feeling excitement rise a 
blossoming flower-like blush on my cheeks. 


“Why do I feel like you’re up to something?” 


He glances at me briefly, wearing a steel suit with the top 
button undone, showing a sliver of his muscled chest. Every 
inch of him exudes power and confidence and victory as he 
sits there, my man remade, not the executor I mistakenly 
believed him to be. 


“I'm always up to something,” he grins wolfishly. 


Last night when we lay in bed together - after the rushing, 
frantic lovemaking, lovemaking that caused shivers of 
elation to riot gloriously through me - I told him I was sorry 
for ever believing he could be that man. 


“T’ve cultivated a certain image,” he sighed. “That of a man 
to be feared. It’s necessary to stop other Families from 
rising up and bringing mayhem back to the streets. 
Because I'll always protect this city just like I’ll always 
protect our family, Dallas.” 


“So you don’t hate me for thinking it?” 
He kissed my forehead softly. “I could never hate you.” 


Now he turns onto a lane bordered on all sides by thick 
leafed trees, their foliage almost impenetrable, the sort of 
forest that could send a fantasy minded writer into a mad 
dance of creativity. 


“Where are we going?” I ask. 


Poppet sits up, tail perked, ears perked, utterly alert as she 
aims her snout here and there. 


“See,” I go on. “You’ve even gotten Poppet all worried.” 


“Don’t worry, Poppet,” Dom says, his voice suddenly husky. 
“There’s nothing to worry about.” 


I feel a tumbling mass of warmth in my belly as we drive, 
the significance of this moment starting to build inside of 
me. 


Don’t get ahead of yourself. We could be doing anything out 
here. 


But I’m already on a gleeful high after the discussion with 
Mom and Dad yesterday, the knowledge that they’re not 


going to fight this relationship making me feel like I can 
finally relax, I can finally be with Dom without reservations. 


It’s all too easy to let the momentum of that happiness 
collide with today and drive my mind into a frenzy of 
speculation ... and everything I settle on is warm, fuzzy, 
right. 


My breath catches when we emerge into a clearing. 


I just stare at what I’m convinced for a few moments is 
some kind of green screen or mirage. But then my eyes 
focus on the scene, the small yellow bricked cottage sitting 
next to a pond bordered on all sides by earth-green fencing, 
wrapped with ivy and vines ... And the whole place, the 
whole picture of it, looks like a fantasy writer’s cottage, a 
precious private place where— 


“Tt’s yours,” Dom says, reading my mind. He reaches across 
and slides his hand behind my neck, tickling me adoringly. 
“I know you’re going to prove to the world what an 
incredible writer you are with your skill alone. But there 
aren’t any rules about me giving you a perfect place to do it 
from, are there?” 


“No,” I whisper, feeling tears prick my eyes. “This is 
amazing.” 


“Let’s go look at the pond,” he says, suddenly throwing the 
door open and springing out. 


“Okay,” I laugh, following him. Poppet leaps from the seat 
and darts around the cottage, sniffing frantically, 
establishing a border around her humans. 


“You seem very keen to look at the pond.” 


He turns with one hand in his pocket, the sun framing him 
from behind, making him seem bright and silhouetted at 


the same time. 
“Come here, Dallas,” he says. 


I walk over, feeling as though I’m in a dream, but the closer 
I get to my fantasy cottage the more real it becomes. 


“I wanted to bring you here to show you that I’ll always 
support you,” he says, taking my hand with his free hand, 
the other still suspiciously in his pocket. “And I wanted to, 
no, need, to tell you that I love you. I love you, Dallas. I 
loved you the second I saw you in that alleyway, before the 
goddamned bomb. I remember feeling like my world came 
crashing down.” 


I blink away tears of joy, a swelling in my chest trying to 
make me sob. But I choke it back and instead speak the 
words I’ve been holding back, “I love you, Dom. I love you 
so much. I love you more than I ever believed possible.” 


“Good,” he grins, reaching up now and wiping away my 
tears. 


His other hand still in his pocket, he brings it out as he falls 
fluidly to one knee and presents me with a ring box. I gasp 
and stare at it, Poppet bubbling energetically beside me 
because she knows how important this is, too. 


“Dallas Smith,” he says, his eyes holding mine, brimming 
with sparkling emotion. He opens the box. “I love you. I 
fucking love you. Please make me the happiest man in the 
world and be my wife. Will you marry me?” 


“Yes,” I beam, hardly knowing what to do with myself. 


Somehow I end up on top of him, my arms wrapped around 
him, both us rolling in the fresh-smelling grass as Poppet 
yaps and licks at our faces. 


“She must think we’ve gone mad,” I giggle. 


“Mad with love,” Dom grins. “Let me put the ring on you at 
least, Firecracker. Goddamn, you just jumped on me.” 


“Are you complaining?” 


“Never,” he growls, sliding the ring onto my finger, the 
metal cool and fitting perfectly. 


I hold my hand to the light, examining the elegant yet full 
diamond, the way it dances, and shifts in the light. 


Perfect. 


EPILOGUE 


TWO WEEKS LATER 


Do 


“So I’m going to be your father-in-law,” Gabriel says, 
chuckling from the kitchen bar and then taking a satisfying 
sip of his beer. 


In the two weeks since the madness with the Irish, Gabriel 
seems to have lightened up. All of the remaining Irish have 
declared their loyalty to us publicly and are now working 
with us ... if they weren’t Patty types, that is. If they were 
like him, they’re going to suffer the same fate, life in a small 
metal box that reeks of their own shit. 


Good. 


Because that means the streets are clean now, safe for 
regular, innocent people to go about their business. 


“Do you have any idea how many times you’ve made that 
joke?” I mutter, leaning against the wall with my hands in 
my pockets, a smile on my face I couldn’t have believed 
even a month ago. 


Dallas is changing me. And I’m so fucking ready for it. 


“Big bad Domenico DeLuca,” Gabriel goes on, looking like 
the little boy he was when I first met him. He even has the 
same boyish grin. “Don’t think I’m gonna be changing your 
diapers, though, friend.” 


“Hurry up and finish that beer,” I snap. 
tt Why?” 
“So I can smash the bottle over your head.” 


Gabriel chuckles and swigs it back, and then offers it to me. 
I’m about to walk over to him and grab it when Dallas walks 
into the kitchen, Poppet at her feet. 


The sight of Dallas always makes my breath catch and this 
afternoon is no different. Standing there in her gray 
sweatpants and her baggy black hoodie, barefoot with her 
hair piled messily atop her head, she’s like a photo of my 
wildest fantasy made flesh. 


She has no idea that even in that hoody I can make out the 
gorgeous juiciness of her curves, the lightness of her 
sweatpants making me want to press the fabric close, feel 
what’s underneath. 


But she’s frowning. 
And smiling. 

At the same time. 

It’s an eerie expression. 


“Dallas,” I say, taking a step toward her. “Is something 
wrong?” 


“Not wrong, no,” she whispers. “I’m just shocked. I just did 
it.” 


“Did what?” 


“The test.” 
Please. Oh, God, please let it be true. 
“T’m assuming this wasn’t a math test?” 


She giggles and closes the distance between us, placing her 
hand on my chest. “Your heart’s going crazy. You’re 
definitely not my Iceman anymore, are you?” 


“Tell me, Dallas,” I breathe, taking her hand, cradling it 
against my chest, my heart. 


“I did three tests and they were all positive,” she sings, 
causing my heart to dance inside my chest. 


I feel parts of the old Domenico drifting away and new 
pieces coming to life, pieces that are part Dallas and part 
me and part our unborn child, and all of a sudden I think I 
might let tears spring to my eyes. I cough them back and 
then wrap my arms around her, squeezing her tightly, 
where she’ll always be safe, in my embrace. 


“T love you,” I growl huskily. “I love you so fucking much. 
You’re going to make an amazing mother.” 


“You'll be a better father,” she cries, letting her tears go. 
“And you, Dad, you’re going to be an amazing grandfather.” 


We turn to find Gabriel smiling. My oldest, best friend isn’t 
as proud as me. He lets his tears of happiness fall freely 
down his cheeks, and in the end, a single tear slides down 
mine too. 


Poppet howls as though announcing our pregnancy to the 
world. 


EXTEND EPILOGUE 


ONE YEAR LATER 


D allas 


I lean back in my office chair, letting out a breath of relief as 
I stare at the email from my publisher. 


The book is out there. 


The book is out there for anybody to buy and now I don’t 
have to think about it anymore—if you exclude interviews, 
blog tours, maybe a radio or a TV appearance if I’m lucky. 
But fine, those are concerns for another day. For now, my 
dragon fantasy story can just drift into vapor and disappear 
for a time. 


“What do you think, Angelico? Hmm, Angel?” 


I stroll over to the crib in the corner and look down at my 
son, soundly sleeping with his legs twitching a little, as 
though my three month old is striving to walk even in his 
dreams. I reach down and tickle him under the chin softly, 
and then step back so that Poppet can keep up her vigil 
next to his crib. 


Poppet has bonded with him so quickly, it’s almost like my 
snowy girl thinks she’s the mother. 


“And you’re a good girl, too,” I whisper, leaning down and 
letting her lick my face a few times before she settles back 
into her nap. 


I stand and walk to the window, looking down at the sun- 
dappled forest, looking just as picturesque as the day Dom 
first brought me here and proposed. 


When I think about those early days, I don’t remember the 
explosion or the video or the warehouse or Patty. 


I remember the balcony at Dad’s party, I remember the 
banter and the closeness. I remember the swelling inside of 
me when Dom opened up about his family and the girlish 
gleefulness that erupted in me when he gave me the first 
edition set, which is framed and mounted to a wall in here. 


I remember the good, not the bad, and this past year life 
has just gotten better and better. Our initial closeness was 
like a magical doorway to a deeper, longer lasting 
commitment. 


Now that we’re husband and wife I can categorically say he 
is the perfect husband. 


We support each other. 
We're a team. 


And it all started with a hot-as-hell attraction that grabbed 
hold of us in primal hands and couldn’t be ignored. 


“T’m so glad we listened to our instincts,” he whispered just 
last night, arms wrapped around me as we both gazed 
down at little Angelico in his crib. He held me close. His 
breath painting me. Life sang perfectly. “Imagine if I was 


the sort of man who ignored signals like that. Imagine if I 
never claimed you. Imagine if you never wanted me—” 


“I might be a writer, but that’s a stretch,” I interjected 
banteringly. 


He tickled me and I hissed, “Hey, don’t. Don’t make me 
laugh or we’ll wake him.” 


“T’m just saying,” he went on, and I could feel the shape of 
his smile as he laid his cheek against mine. “We’re lucky. I 
love you and we’re the luckiest people alive.” 


“T love you,” I whispered. 


Now, I watch as he pulls into the drive and stops outside the 
cottage. He steps from the car and waves over at me, tall 
and handsome in his suit, as passionate and primal as the 
day we first met, but with a deeper love and commitment 
now than I ever could’ve guessed. 


I wave back, wishing I could capture this moment, wishing I 
could capture every single moment we ever spend together. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


TEN YEARS LATER 


Do 


“Dad, I think I know what I want to be when I grow up.” 


I stand at the barbecue, flipping the burgers, looking 
through the hot steamy air to where Dallas is standing with 
her mother and her mother’s husband, Frederick. Just 
beyond them Henrietta and Charlotte are sitting at their 
little tea set, both with their mother’s glowing blonde hair, 
her smile, and the playfulness in her eyes. 


I know that little Liam is asleep in his crib, just beyond the 
patio door so that he’s shielded from the sun. The yard is 
filled with laughter and general happiness, even with 
Gabriel being here at the same time as Samantha. Matters 
are helped by the fact that Gabriel is here with his own 
wife, Jennifer. And there genuinely seem to be no hard 
feelings between them. 


They’re both just happy. 
Proud of their daughter. 
How could they not be? 


While I’ve gone onto establish and consolidate the more 
legitimate sides of my business, Dallas has paved a blazing 
path through the publishing world, writing nine bestsellers 
in the last ten years, one of which has just been optioned to 
be made into a movie. 


As I stare at her now - made hazy by the heated air - I feel 
a fresh savage swelling inside of me. 


Standing there in her long flowing dress, her body even 
more curvaceous after the births, I have to bite down to 
stop the desire from erupting in me like a goddamn volcanic 
explosion. Her hair has turned pale blond in the sun an 
even more gorgeous tone, and she wears it long and hippy- 
ish down her back, a beautiful bundle I can fist and guide 
and adore and Jove. 


“Dad?” Angelico says, calling for my attention from his 
place on the grass beneath me. 


He sits with his hands in Poppet’s gray fur, Poppet content 
to lie in her patch of shade under the tree and sleep with 
her favorite child atop her. Poppet and Angelico have 
always been close, ever since he was born. Poppet was 
there, keeping vigil. I get a sense Poppet wants to spend 
her final lazy long days in the arms of the boy she considers 
partly her son. 


“Did you hear me?” 
“Sorry, I’ve got too much wax in my ears,” I grin. 


He rolls his eyes, but can’t hide his twitching smile. “Dad, 
I’m not a little kid anymore. That’s not funny anymore.” 


“Okay, big man,” I say. “Tell me what you’re going to do 
when you’re older.” 


“T’m going to be an astronaut,” he says. Suddenly his face 
becomes very serious. “I know it sounds really hard, but 
I’ve been looking into it and I actually think I could do it, 
Dad. I just have to study super hard and do more sports, 
like soccer and lifting weights and stuff. There are books 
and stuff, and I was wondering if I mowed the lawn this 
weekend could I buy some of the books?” 


“You want to mow the lawn and as your reward, you want 
me to buy you books?” 


“Yes,” he beams. 


I smile broadly. “Then we have a deal,” I laugh. “Only a 
madman would turn that down.” 


“Do you think I can do it, Dad?” 


“T know you can do it,” I growl passionately. “Angel, you’re 
hardworking and you know have to put in the effort, the 
smarts alone won’t do it. Don’t get me wrong, son. You’re 
intelligent, too, but it’s the grit that counts. And you’ve got 
it. I don’t know how being born in all this, but you’ve got it.” 


My son smiles up at me, and even Poppet cocks her head a 
little. 


“Thanks, Dad,” he says. “And I think I’ve got it, that grit 
stuff, because, well, because you’re my hero. And I always 
look up to you, if that makes sense?” 


He gets shy now, turning away, busying himself with 
massaging Poppet’s ears, which she’s grown to love in her 
old age. 


“It makes sense, son,” I say. “And I know you don’t want to 
hear it, because you’re a big macho man now, but I love 


n 


you. 


“I love you, too, Dad,” he smiles. 


Just then Dallas turns and catches me looking at her. 


She smiles and I return it, and then a cloud drifts across the 
sky and unleashes a fresh ray of sunlight, and it shines 
straight on her, my perfect wife. 


I love you, I mouth. 
She blows me a kiss and giggles. 


The sound riding the shimmering summer air. 
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